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2 ' COMEDY TECHNIQUE 


INTRODUCTION 


AS EE 


So you want to be a comic? Well, everybody does at one time 
or another. It’s a wonderful feeling to know you're bringing happi- 
ness to thousands while bringing thousands to the bank. Today 
comedy is big business. Comics command the highest salaries in 
all phases of show business. Comedy shows are the top budget pro- 
ductions in both radio and television. Good comedy writers get more 
for a 21 page script than Zola got for his novels. 


What personalities are better known ‘than our leading comed- 
ians? Who hasn’t heard of John Florence Sullivan, Leslie Townes 
Hope, Benny Kubelsky, Edward Israel Iskowitz, Isaiah Edwin Leo- 
pold, Milton Berlinger, Thomas Garrison Morfit, Nathan Birnbaum 
and Grace Ethel Cecile Rosalie Allen? You haven’t? Well, perhaps 
these names are more familiar to you: Fred Allen, Bob Hope, Jack 
Benny, Eddie Cantor, Ed Wynn, Milton Berle, Garry Moore, Burns 
and Allen. 


These are the people who make America laugh and if you’re 
willing to work hard enough, you can join them. Don’t think these 
performers had stardom handed to them. They all had to work split- 
weeks in the cornfields and substitute aspirins for meals, while 
constantly improving their styles and material. Did you know that 
‘Jack Benny once did an act based on that old gag of having a heckler 
interrupt him from a box? How many remember when George 
Burns was the comic and Gracie fed him the straight lines? Bob 
Hope used to do songs and snappy patter with a male partner (not 
Crosby). Fortunately, none of these stars were content with their 
lot and in time they developed the styles they are justly famous for. 


If you really want to become a comic, this book will show you 
how. As you may know, COMEDY TECHNIQUE is a new type 
of book for me. It doesn’t give you comedy material; it tells you 
what to do with it. Many people have told me what to do with it, 
but that’s another story. 


In as painless a fashion as possible, I’ll teach you how to write 
and perform modern comedy. If this book makes you a fortune, 
come back and teach me. 

Sincerely, 


Bob Orben 
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Comedy Technique 


Awe EE 


WHAT IS AN OLD JOKE? 


I dunno. You tell me. Is it a joke that was created years ago 
or one that no longer gets a laugh? If it doesn’t get a laugh, it 
isn’t a joke. If it does get a laugh, who cares how old it is? 


People today think any joke is old if they’ve heard it before 
and this ridiculous idea has unfortunately influenced comics. Basi- 
cally, there’s no such thing as a new joke. Duplicates of modern 
jokes were told in Biblical times. The speech and formats were 
different but the ideas were the same. 


Let’s just stop for a moment and analyze some of our modern 
jokes and one-liners. In a current humor magazine the following 
story appears: 


About midnight, a tipsy night-lifer staggered down Fifth Avenue 
leading a red and green-striped dragon. Suddenly the dragon started 
to kick up his heels and breathe fire in a belligerent manner. The 
drunk turned around, looked him in the eye, and said: “Lishen buddy, 
if you don’t watch out, I’m gonna take a Bromo Selsher and then 
where’ll you be?” 


Anybody who has read Dicken’s A CHRISTMAS CAROL, knows 
the origin of that joke. Remember when Scrooge accused Marley’s 
ghost of being nothing but a piece of undigested cheese? 


Now that the war situation is blooming again, I’ve heard this 
joke a few times: 


On one of the Korean beachheads a soldier saw his buddy lying 
on the ground. “Did they get you, pal?” he asked. “Yeah,” an- 
swered the G.I, “the bums shot off my leg!” So the soldier lifted 
his friend up, slung him over his shoulder, and headed for the field 

hospital. While this was going on, another shell came along and 
~ took off the wounded man’s head. The rescuer, unaware of this, 
kept going. When they finally got to the hospital the officer in 
charge wanted to know why he had wasted his time bringing in a 
corpse with the head shot off. “His head?” cried the soldier. “The 
liar told me it was his leg!” 
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The story first appeared in a British book of verse published 
in 1758. It was entitled THE MISTAKE and went something like 
this: 

A cannon ball, one bloody day, 

Took a poor sailor’s leg away; 

And, as on his comrade’s back he made off, 
A second fairly took his head off. 

The fellow, on this odd emergence, 
Carries him pick-pack to the surgeons. 
Z.....ds! cries the doctor, are you drunk, 
To bring me here an headless trunk? 

A lying dog! cries Jack, —he said 

His leg was off, and not his head. 


And now, just one more that goes even further back: 


A sailor, thoroughly sick of navy life, was being discharged 
after the last fracas. Someone asked him where he was going to 
live. “You see these two oars?” he answered. “I’m just going to 
put them over my shoulder and walk inland. When somebody comes 
up to me and asks me what they are, that’s where [ll stay!” 


Believe it or not, this joke is found in Homer’s ODYSSEY! I 
quote: “Go with thy shapely oar till thou comest to the land of 
the men who know not the sea; and when a passer-by, accosting thee, 
saith that thou carriest a winnowing-fan on thy shoulder, there rest.” 


Even our one-line jokes, which we think of as being super- 
modern, stem from bon-mots uttered generations ago. Here are just 
a few examples that could be used today with only slight alterations: 


Money brings everything to you; even your daughters.—BALZAC 


To lose one parent may be regarded as a misfortune; to lose 
both looks like carelessness.—WILDE 


I like men who have a future and women who have a past. 
—WILDE 


I think a man’s legs ought to be long enough to reach from his 
body to the ground.—LINCOLN 


This last witticism is used nightly by one of New York’s lead- 
ing comediennes. 


By this time you’re probably wondering what I’m foaming at 
the mouth about. I just want to impress upon you the fact that 
there is no such thing as an old joke if it gets laughs. Occasionally 
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people will react to one of your jokes by saying it’s old stuff. Just 
ignore them because that same gag may fracture someone who 
hasn’t heard it before. 


For the past six years I’ve devoted most of my time to writing 
comedy. I’ve read and heard more jokes than the average person 
does in five life-times. Nevertheless, I still hear good jokes that 
I’ve never heard before but that are old hat to my friends. If that 
can happen.to a gag-writer, why worry about the gag or two in your 
act that you think is old? To the average audience, all comedy 
material is new. If they have heard one or two jokes before, don’t 
worry about it. It proves you’re human. 


PITY THE POOR COMIC 


Pagliacci wasn’t the only clown with troubles. Our modern 
crop has an ample supply of their own. The comedian of today 
seems to be regarded as a necessary evil by the rest of show business. 
If you’re a singer, an actor, or a dancer, you’re considered an artist. 
If you’re a comic, you’re a bum. 


The general public considers a comedian a cross between a low- 
grade moron and a high-grade idiot. They seem to forget that the 
nonsense he performs is a carefully worked out art. It takes skill 
to perform an attractive pirouette. It takes just as much skill to get 
a supper show audience laughing. 


So if you’re going to be a comedian, get used to these things. 
People will feel perfectly free to slap you on the back and tell you 
amazingly vulgar stories. They’ll put a beefy hand around your 
shoulder while telling you you’re a gag-thief. If you act like a jerk 
during your act, they’ll assume you act that way all the time. 


The humorist today is no longer the honored personality he 
was years ago. He’s come down from the stature of Oscar Wilde 
and has aligned himself with the monkeys in the zoo. This places 
him in an awkward position because comedy is a very important 
part of our culture. People pay more attention to the thriftiness 
of Jack Benny than they do to the international situation. Adver- 
tisers spend millions pushing a slogan that never seems to catch 
on while the trick phrase of a comic sweeps the nation. Remember 
when every statement in the country was answered by: “T’aint funny, 
McGee!” 


Some of these catch lines are part of the revered slang of the 
nation. One of these venerable old-timers is: OFF AGAIN, ON 
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AGAIN, FINNIGAN. This was taken from an old railroad joke 
and is still going strong in the speech of Americans. It seems that 
Finnigan worked on a railroad and had to send in a report when 
his train jumped the track. It covered some sixteen pages and he 
was promptly called down for his verbosity. A few days later the 
train went off the track again but Finnigan wasn’t one to make the 
same mistake twice. He got the equipment back on the track, took 
a pencil and wrote the following report to the railroad: “OFF AGIN, 
ON AGIN, FINNIGAN!” 


Humor is an integral part of a nation’s life and culture. Some- 
times jokebooks give a better idea of history than textbooks. People 
joke about their joys, their achievements, and their sorrows and so 
any jokebook is an accurate reflection of the era it was produced in. 
In the following pages I’m going to give you a history of the last 
fifteen years. Each joke points out a major concern of the people 
at that time. The whole gives you a pretty clear picture of the 
events that took place in those years. It takes up quite a bit of space 
but I think you’ll find it interesting; you might be able to use some 
of the gags; and besides, whose book is it? Anyway? 


HYSTERICAL HISTORY 


When asked to pay a bill she owed, the wife of a W. P. A. work- 
er answered: “I’d like to pay it but I don’t have any money. My 
husband’s project was cut off and I haven’t had any relief in months.” 

* * * 
Q. Will the Third Reich stand for a thousand years? 
A. If it can stand for Hitler, it'll stand for anything. 
* * * 

Mae West visited F. D. R. at the White House and after an hour’s 
talk, asked where it was. The President smiled and said, “It’s just 
around the corner.” “Listen, Franklin,” Mae answered, “I’m not 
looking for prosperity. I just want relief!” 

* * * 

Wouldn’t it be wonderful if Mrs. Simpson could dig up a girl 

friend for Hitler so he could abdicate? 

There’d be an even better chance if she could find a boy friend. 

* * + 

It’s really easy to tell a true Nordic. He’s blond, like Hitler; 

slender, like Goering; and tall, like Goebbels. 
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The battle cry of the society set: REMEMBER BAR HARBOR! 
* * * 

Donald Nelson certainly has his troubles. He doesn’t know 
whether to classify platinum blondes as precious metals or com- 
mon ores, 

* * * 

Now that the men are gone, the women are taking over the 

bars. Pretty soon they’ll be putting Lydia Pinkham on draught. 
; * * * 

I was lucky enough to get a hundred pounds of sugar before 
the hoarders got there. 

* * * 

Two London sweeping women were discussing the blitz: 

“Ain’t it terrible? Why any night we could be blasted out of 
our beds into maternity!” 

“Yes, and the worst part of it is, we’d never know who done it 

* * * 


2° 
! 


Mussolini was addressing some of his troops back from Africa: 
“I want to congratulate you brave sons of Italy who are doing so 
much to make the Italian army the mightiest in the world. I will 
now present the medals. Ludwig Schmidt, step forward!” 


* * * 


A real old-fashioned melodrama was being presented to an 
audience of war-workers. The heroine had been lured to the villain’s 
apartment and it was evident that her’s was a fate worse than death. 
Suddenly she picked up a butcher knife, backed into a corner, and 
said: “I may be just a slip of a girl, but I'll sell my virtue dearly!” 
From the audience came an accusing voice: ‘“Profiteer!” 


* * * 


An heroic Italian officer drew his sword and cut down a side 
street. 
* * ok 
In England a squad of 100 women truck drivers stood at atten- 
tion. The commander shouted: “All those who are pregnant, take 
one step forward!” 99 girls stepped forward. The commander 
turned to the remaining girl and asked: “What’s the matter, Miss 
White, didn’t you hear me?” 
* * * 


The U. S. Navy orders whiskey; the British Navy favors rum; 
the Duce’s Navy sticks to port. 
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Dear Mr. Headquarters: 


My husband was induced into the surface two years ago, and 
i ain’t received no pay from him since he was gone. Please send 
me my elopement as i have a four months old baby and he is my 
only support and i kneed it every day to buy food and keep me en- 
closed. i am a poor woman and all i have is at the front. Both 
sides of my parents are very old and i can’t suspect anything from 
them as my mother has been in bed thirteen years with one doctor 
and she won’t take another. Do i get any more than i am going 
to get? My husband is in charge of a spitoon. 


Please send me a letter and tell me if my husband made appli- 
cation for a wife and child and please send me a wife form to fill out. 
I have allready written to Mr. Roosevelt and got no answer and if 
i don’t hear from you i will write Uncle Sam about him. 


Yours truly, 
Hildegarde Glockenspiel 
& * * 
The Japanese Fleet returned to port with fleeing colors. 


* * * 
Hitler’s generals are biting the dust 


Von by Von. 
* * * 

Hitler to Goering: “Does your carpet taste different lately?” 
* * * 


An Englishman stopped to talk to an American sentry in China. 
“Are you Indo-Chinese?” he asked. 
“No suh!” came the answer. “Ah’s out-doah Alabaman.” 


* * * 
THE ATOM BOMB IS HERE TO STAY. ARE WE? 
* * * 


The dean of a small mid-western university was a retired Navy 
captain and never forgot it. When a young veteran entered his 
office and called him Mr. he almost hit the ceiling. 

“Captain Jones to you, young man!” he roared. 

The veteran didn’t bat an eyelash. “If that’s the case,” he an- 
swered, “Colonel Smith to you” 


* * * 


The pilot was watching the altimeter of his new jet fighter. 
“20,000 feet! 30,000 feet!” he counted. “40,000 feet! 50,000 feet!!! 
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God!” And a deep voice from behind him said, “Yes?” 
* * * 


The little refugee was among thousands who were waiting to 
get a visa to the United States. When he got to the desk he admitted 
he didn’t have money, friends or a job in this country. The official 
knew that under the circumstances a visa was impossible but didn’t 
want to just dismiss the man. He suggested the refugee call back 
again in seventeen years. Unblinking, the little fellow asked, “Morn- 
ing or afternoon?” 

* * Eo 

The Labor Government is certainly making it hard for the 
aristocracy. One Lord used to keep a yacht and two mistresses. 
Now he’s down to a rowboat and two oars. 


* * %* 


It’s a new play entitled: OUR FAR EASTERN POLICY or 
WASHINGTON SLEPT HERE. 


* * * 


Russia doesn’t want anybody else’s land. They just want what 
joins theirs. 


HOW TO WRITE COMEDY ROUTINES 


Comedy writing is a difficult subject to teach. Despite this 
fact, there are dozens of systems on the market purporting to teach 
the novice how to write salable gags. Most fail because they set 
up hard and fast rules to follow in the creation of humor. Humor 
is an intangible substance. You can’t back it into a corner and 
measure it with a micrometer. To write effective humor you have 
to think funny. When you think funny enough the comedy bursts 
out in all directions and your only remaining job is to write it down. 
That’s all there is to it. If you approach comedy with a sober face 
and a book full of rules, you’re foredoomed to failure. There isn’t 
a comedy writer today who uses mechanical means to create his 
humor. They just sit down at a typewriter, think funny and type. 


In this chapter, I’m going to show you how to put a comedy 
routine together. The methods described are the ones I have used 
for many years. All of the routines in my comedy books were 
created by the use of these routining methods. Comedy routining 
can be taught because it is fairly standardized procedure; the in- 
vention of individual jokes is not. 
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The newcomer to comedy will benefit by writing his own gags 
and routines. It will save him money and it will also develop his 
instinct for comedy timing. Timing is that indescribable something 
that makes one person a star and another a flop. More will be said 
about it in later chapters. 


Once a comic becomes a professional, he should not try to write 
his material without assistance. There is no substitute for good 
gag-writers and the comedian should put a certain percentage of 
his salary aside for new routines. Some of our top comics plow 
as much as 30% of their salaries back into their acts in this manner. 
The comic should work closely with his writers so that his own per- 
sonality is a part of his material. Many writers have a tendency to 
forget style and characterization and concentrate on the individual 
gags. If the comic has a hand in the proceedings, this won’t happen. 


Basically, there are two types of gag-writers: the file writer and 
the creative writer. The more common of the two is the file writer 
who depends upon an enormous collection of classified humor for 
his material. He goes through jokebooks, listens to the radio and 
television with pencil in hand, and always has his ears open for good 
gags. Then he writes these gags on individual file cards and includes 
them in his collection. All of these individual gags are indexed 
according to subject. When the writer wants to put together a 
routine on any specific topic, he just pulls out all the gags in his 
file that relate to this topic and arranges them in the form of a 
routine. Some of these files reach enormous proportions. The 
average name comic has a file of over a million jokes. One star is 
reputed to have a collection of 20,000,000 gags, but I'd take this with 
a shaker of salt. 


The rarer of the gag-writing species is the creative writer. 
Technically, he originates all of the humor he writes. Usually the 
creative writer is just a file writer with all the gags filed in his mem- 
ory. Some writers do make a fetish of trying to write only virgin 
humor, but the results are questionable. [I’ve found from experience 
that most successful gag-writers are a hybrid of the two types. 


Before we consider the routines, let’s take a quick look at the 
jokes in them. I believe all jokes fit into the following three classi- 
fications: 


1. Jokes that create a ludicrous impression for the reader. 


2. Jokes that establish an even line of thought and then suddenly 
break off that line of thought. 
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3. Jokes that revolve about a comic misunderstanding or a 
play on words. 


These three classifications are my own. There are no two gag- 
writers who agree on the subject of humor classification. Some 
say there are three basic jokes, some say seven, some fifteen. Ya pays 
yer money and ya takes yer cherce. However, after considerable 
study, I believe that most jokes will fit into the three classifications 
I have established. 


Gags are the filling in your pie. The pie-crust, or routine, is 
what holds the gags together. In the next few paragraphs I'll de- 
scribe the various steps I go through when writing a comedy routine. 
After you become more proficient in the art, you’ll find that some 
of the steps fuse together. This is as it should be. I’ve made a step 
by step procedure out of routine writing only to give you a clearer 
picture of the methods used. 


First, choose your subject or theme. It’s preferable to base a 
comedy routine on a subject or situation that is inherently funny. 
There are so many routines about the food in restaurants, the prices 
in nightclubs, the fuzzyness of television, etc. because these topics 
are naturally funny. After a while, they become even funnier be- 
cause the public has heard about them in a humorous manner for 
so long, they become associated with laughing. 


Once you have your theme, make up a list of all the subjects 
usually associated with it. Make up a second list of all the key 
words related to it. Finally, list any obviously funny ideas the 
theme might suggest to you. These three lists are the raw materials 
from which you will mold your gags. 


Consider the first list of subjects and my first humor classifi- 
cation. This classification covers jokes that create a ludicrous im- 
pression for the reader. Take each listed subject and try to write 
a gag about it that will put a laughable impression in the reader’s 
mind. This is done by countless devices. You may exaggerate its 
characteristics or minimize its characteristics. You may imbue it 
with ridiculously foreign qualities or discuss it in comically alien 
terms. For instance, if I were writing a routine about magic, one 
of the subjects on my list would be “pulling a rabbit from a hat.” 
Among other devices, I would try to reverse the situation. This 
would bring about the laughable sight of the rabbit pulling the 
magician into the hat. Another reversed idea would be a hat pulled 
from a rabbit. The first offers more possibilities so I’d work on 
that. How could a rabbit pull the magician into a hat? Logically, 


12 COMEDY TECHNIQUE 


he couldn’t, but if we minimized one characteristic of the magician, 
his size, theoretically the rabbit could pull him into a hat. In gag- 
form it would come out like this: “Puny? Why he doesn’t pull 
rabbits out of hats they pull him in!” 


After you have written as many gags as possible based on this 
first humor classification, apply the second classification against the 
list. This is the one that establishes an even line of thought in the 
reader’s mind and then suddenly breaks it off. Referring back to 
my list of magical subjects, I find “sawing a woman in half.” The 
logical comic possibility of this subject is something going wrong. 
I would establish as my line of thought the fact that the trick was 
sensational. Then, at the very last moment, I’d state that it didn’t 
work. The gag would read: “Every night I’d put her in a big box 
and saw her in half. Yes, I can still remember the lights, the cos- 
tumes, the applause, the blood.” 


The third humor classification would also be pitted against the 
list. This is the classification embracing humorous misunderstand- 
ings and jokes derived from a play on words. I find “trap-doors” 
on my list of magical subjects. Need I say more? The gag: “He’s 
a real old-fashioned magician. Still uses trap-doors. Personally, 
I prefer shorts.” 


Apply my three humor classifications to each of the lists you 
made up. When you’ve finished doing this you should have thirty 
to one hundred solid gags ready for routining. If you don’t, you 
just haven’t worked hard enough. 


Write each gag on a separate slip of paper and spread them 
out on a table so that all are readable. Spend ten to fifteen minutes 
looking them over. Soon you will find that some of the gags auto- 
matically group themselves together in your mind. Also, you will 
notice that the gags themselves suggest a story pattern to you. 
Develop this rough story idea and then arrange the individual gags 
so that they fit into the story pattern. Once this is done it’s just a 
case of filling in a few words between each gag to establish contin- 
uity and you’ve got yourself a routine. 


Yes, it’s simple. Because it is so simple, it will probably be 
ignored by one and all. If I gave you an 800 page book, a slide 
rule, and three pounds of form charts, you’d be more impressed. 
However, I’m not trying to impress you. If you don’t think you can 
write good comedy routines using this method, don’t bother to read 
the rest of this book. It’ll serve a more useful purpose propping up 
the short leg of your kitchen table. 


COMEDY TECHNIQUE 13 


As a final illustration, I’m going to give you a complete comedy 
routine created by this method. Following the routine will be a 
complete explanation of how the individual gags were invented and 
placed into the story thread. To give you this blow by blow account 
of how a routine is written, I sat in front of a wire recorder for three 
hours. During this time I blabbered away at the mike continuously. 
I tried to slow up my mental processes to the point where every 
thought that went into a gag was recorded. This wasn’t easy for 
your brain works about ten times faster than your tongue. I think 
you'll find the routine usable though and the analysis interesting. 


SHE WAS ONLY A CAR DEALER’S DAUGHTER, BUT SHE HAD 
THE BEST CHASSIS IN TOWN 


I went into a used car lot yesterday. That’s where there’s no 
such thing as an old car if the Simonize is handy...... I wasn’t in 
the place ten seconds when I was surrounded by this well-scrubbed 
vultures... . What a salesman! He could have sold Ford a Chry- 
Slere wae: I told him I wanted to see something low and fast in 
a convertible so he showed me his girl friend..... I would have 
taken her but I didn’t like her accessories ..... Then he showed 
me a really up-to-date car. and fully equipped! They even gave 
you matches for the headlights ..... That car was so old it didn’t 
use water in the radiator it used Serutan..... They even tried 
to put Serutan in the gas tank but it didn’t work. The car kept 
going backwards..... And chrome! That car had chrome bumpers, 
chrome grill guards, chrome trimmings. Why it was the chromiest 
car you’ve ever seen..... It was a bargain though. I knew it was 
a bargain the accessories cost less than the car did..... Believe 
me, this accessory problem is getting out of hand. Now they even 
want to sell you sheets for the bed in the back..... Isn’t that some- 
thing? Beds in automobiles! Can you imagine being arrested for 
reckless sleeping? ..... You can? Shame on you!..... Soon 


they’ll be needing house detectives instead of traffic cops .... .- 


They also had the nerve to ask $40 for seat covers! Why if 
I ever paid $40 for seat covers, I’d run guided tours through the back 


Seat.ccae How can you relax on $40 seat covers? [Td have more 
under my pants than in them..... Some people finance their car. 
I’d have to finance my seat covers...... But I really shouldn’t talk 


like that. My brother sells seat covers too 
course, some of the accessories are practical 


[CRUMIES 595 Shee Of 
like directional 
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blinkers. I was following a woman driver the other day and she 
had her hand out for seven blocks. Finally I caught up to her and 
asked her what she was hand-signalling for. “Hand-signalling?” 
she said. “Don’t be silly! I was drying my fingernail polish!” 


Cec" THe 


I asked the salesman if the car had a heater so he showed me 
his girl friend again..... You know, I was beginning to change my 
mind about her..... Then we talked terms and I found they’re 
really a very generous outfit. They give you fifteen months to pay 
for the car——and when you’ve finished paying they give you the 
Cay eek. as I asked him if I could take it for a spin and he said sure. 
So I left my pants with the cashier and drove out..... I hadn’t gone 
a block when I noticed something wrong with the steering wheel. 
It wasn’t there..... Under the circumstances, I did the only log- 
ical thing I fainted ..... This was a very shrewd move because 
I didn’t know how to drive anyway ..... When I revived I was 
driving through the country. It must have been the country. I 
was hitting fewer people .... . Then I ran into my uncle on the 
road. He just happened to be lying there..... He always did have 
his mind in the gutter... .. This was my drinking uncle. The 
one who knew Johnny Walker when he couldn’t even crawl ..... 
What a guy! He wasn’t in the car five minutes when he started 
dropping olives in the anti-freeze ..... Then the car ran out of gas 
but we didn’t care. He just breathed on the motor and off we went 
tiny tne But ’'m one person who doesn’t have to worry about a fuel 
shortage. With my indigestion I’ve got plenty of gas..... I finally 
bought the car and am I happy with it! Why I’d rather have that 
car than eat and that’s the way it’s going to be for the next 
fifteen months ..... 


HOW THE ROUTINE WAS WRITTEN 


In the following pages, I’m going to list each of the thirty-two 
gags that went into the used car routine. They will be listed in the 
order in which they were created, together with a brief description 
of the thinking that went into their invention. You will note that 
I do not follow the step-by-step procedure exactly as I set it up for 
the novice. I use a conglomeration of the prescribed methods and 
so can you after you master the fundamentals. 


(I told him I wanted to see something low and fast in a con- 
vertible so he showed me his girl friend.) A common expression 
used by shoppers is: “I want to see something —_............. Gite) ee ee eee 
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IPE: eee ree me I tried to relate this shopping phrase to car buy- 
ing. What would I ask for in an automobile? I’d want a car that 
was fast and immediately the play on words was obvious. I added 
the word “low” to give the sentence balance and J had my first gag. 


(I would have taken her but I didn’t like her accessories.) I 
had the salesman’s girl friend in the routine and my next problem 
was how to get her out. If I continued with her, I would have had 
a girl routine and not a used car monologue. Now in this comic 
vein of thinking I was theoretically considering buying her. To 
eliminate her, I would have to think of a reason for not buying 
her. The reason would have to be funny and associated with cars. 
I came up with three tentative gags: 1. “I would have taken her but 
I didn’t like her bumpers.” 2. “I would have taken her but I didn’t 
like her rear-end.” 3. “I would have taken her but I didn’t like 
her accessories.” All were good lines but the first two were a little 
rough for this type of routine. Consequently, I used the third line 
which was suggestive but not obviously so. 


(That car was so old it didn’t use water in the radiator-——it 
used Serutan.) I arrived at this gag in a very roundabout manner. 
Most auto manufacturers make claims concerning the silent opera- 
tion of their cars. I tried to couple these claims with those made 
by companies selling sleep tonics. I came up with a very weak gag 
concerning Postum: “With the car they gave you a hundred quarts 
of Postum. It doesn’t help the car but it keeps you from losing sleep 
over it.” It was a pretty feeble gag with too many words in it, so 
I finally discarded it. Then I started working on Ovaltine in con- 
nection with a car but also without success. Finally I stumbled on 
Serutan. Here is another key-word in comedy that always gets 
laughs. ‘Serutan is usually associated with older people and used 
car lots are usually associated with older cars. I had a logical 
connection and the germ of a gag. Since Serutan is used with water, 
it could reasonably go into the radiator. Coupling this idea with the 
thought of an old car, the gag was obvious. 


(They even tried to put Serutan in the gas tank but it didn’t 
work. The car kept going backwards.) The only other place in a 
car that could take fluids would be the gas tank. What would hap- 
pen if Serutan were placed in there? Considering their famous 
slogan based on the reversal of the word in their trademark, wouldn’t 
it be comically logical for a car with Serutan in the gas tank to go 
backwards instead of forward? 


(Then we talked terms and I found they’re really a very gen- 
erous outfit. They give you fifteen months to pay for the car 
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and when you’ve finished paying they give you the car.) One of the 
items on my subject list was time payments. The basic idea behind 
installment buying is that you can use the merchandise while paying 
for it. If you made the payments but still didn’t get the merchandise, 
a comic or tragic situation would result. Since J was thinking along 
humorous lines, I considered it only from the comedy viewpoint. 
The finished gag would fit into the broken line of thought category. 
The reader is led to believe that an ordinary installment transaction 
is being described. Then he suddenly finds himself confronted with 
a humorously different situation from the one he expected. His 
reaction is laughter (I keep telling myself over and over again). 


(Isn’t that something? Beds in automobiles? Can you imagine 
being arrested for reckless sleeping?) Any car routine without a 
bed-in-the-back-seat gag isn’t worth a second look. It was just a 
matter of time before I came to this comic possibility. I tried out 
a number of associations and finally decided to couple traffic viola- 
tions with the beds. I went through a number of violations such as 
speeding, cutting corners, etc. and finally settled on reckless driving. 
The word “reckless” could be considered from a suggestive stand- 
point and this was the ideal connection with beds. Reckless sleep- 
ing was the result. 


(You can? Shame on you!) The reckless sleeping gag is a sock 
line because it lets the audience’s imagination do the work. The gag 
was so strong I thought I would milk it for another laugh. Since 
the reader would be thinking horrifying thoughts, the follow-up gag 
wrote itself. Can’t you just see Groucho Marx delivering this line 
in an accusing tone? 


(Soon they'll be needing house detectives instead of traffic cops.) 
Still pursuing this bed-in-the-back-seat line of thought, I considered 
the possibility of a traffic cop breaking up any unseemly behavior. 
It occured to me that in a hotel, the house detective would be charged 
with such duties. I switched the house dick for the traffic cop and 
the line presented a ludicrous impression to the reader’s senses. 


(Believe me, this accessory problem is getting out of hand. 
Now they even want to sell you sheets for the bed in the back.) This 
gag was not written as a follow-up to the three previous ones. I 
considered another standard comedy idea concerning cars-—access- 
ories. Anyone who has ever entered an automobile showroom 
knows how they try to sell you every accessory in the book. There- 
fore, my only problem was to think up a ludicrous accessory and I 
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had a gag. The back-seat bed was fresh in my mind so the idea of 
sheets for the bed came easily. 


(But I’m one person who doesn’t have to worry about a fuel 
shortage. With my indigestion I’ve got plenty of gas.) Now that 
the country is in the midst of a war mobilization program, talk of 
an impending gas shortage is rampant. The word “gas” immedi- 
ately suggests a comic play on words. The gag originally read: “I 
don’t have to worry about a gas shortage, With my indigestion I’ve 
got plenty of gas.” I substituted the word “fuel” for “gas” because 
the repetition was awkward and the new wording eliminated any 
possibility of telegraphing the punch line. 


(What a salesman! He could have sold Ford a Chrysler.) The 
high-pressure auto salesman is another comic standby. Any gag 
exaggerating his sales ability would be acceptable. I tried to think 
of the most difficult sale a car salesman could make. Selling a 
manufacturer his competitor’s product won the prize. 


(Then he showed me a really up-to-date car—and fully equipped! 
They even gave you matches for the headlights.) One gag-writing 
device is to describe a comic situation to the reader by implication. 
In other words, you don’t say a girl looks like a dog—you state what 
would happen to her if she did look like one. This same comic de- 
vice was used for this gag. T visualized a car so old it had candles 
for headlights. This was laughable, but it wasn’t strong enough to 
stand without a gimmack. Consequently, I wrote the line so that 
the reader could arrive at the point of the joke by himself. This 
little twist turned a fair gag into a usable one. 


(I asked the saleman if the car had a heater so he showed me 
his girl friend again.) One of the words on my key-word list was 
“heater”. A vague play on words suggested itself and this was 
worked into a gag. 


(I asked him if I could take it for a spin and he said sure. So 
I left my pants with the cashier and drove out.) All the gags created 
to this point were about some part of the car or the buying of it. 
Now I wanted to inject a little action into the routine. I thought 
the best possibility would be getting the car out of the showroom. 
I wrote a continuity line to this effect (the first sentence of the gag) 
and continued with my new line of thought. Then IJ decided that 
even a weak gag would be better than no laugh at all. I pictured 
the salesman asking for some sort of security to insure the return 
of the car. I tried to think of an item of comic security the comed- 
ian could leave with him and eventually decided on his pants. 
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(I hadn’t gone a block when I noticed something wrong with the 
steering wheel. It wasn’t there.) I had the car on the road and 
something funny had to happen. The no steering wheel angle seem- 
ed funny enough if described in an unusual way. With this in mind, 
I dragged in a broken-line-of-thought method of picturing the in- 
cident. I gave the reader the impression that there was something 
wrong with the steering wheel. Then I smashed this idea to bits by 
saying it wasn’t there. 


(Under the circumstances, I did the only logical thing I 
fainted.) This is the same type of joke as the preceeding one. You 
establish the line of thought that you are in full command of the 
situation. Then the reader abruptly disccvers that just the reverse 
is true. 


(This was a very shrewd move because I didn’t know how to 
drive anyway.) The last two gags and this one make up a closely- 
knit comedy situation. The comic discovers there’s no steering wheel 
and pandemonium reigns. Whenever you have several gags about 
one comic idea, each succeeding gag must top the one before it. In 
this particular instance, the steering wheel is missing causing the 
comic to faint. Something even worse than that must then happen. 
The topper for this gag trilogy is the fact that the comic didn’t know 
how to drive in the first place. 


(They also had the nerve to ask $40 for seat covers! Why if 
I ever paid $40 for seat covers, I’d run guided tours through the back 
seat.) My ideas on the comic drive ran out and so I left the subject 
temporarily. I went back to my key-word list and found “seat cov- 
ers”. They are accessories and since I was thinking about the high 
prices of accessories, I coupled the two thoughts. I tried to imagine 
how a person who ordinarily pays $10 for seat covers would react 
to paying $40 for them. I know I would be in utter awe of $40 covers 
and I just worked this awe into a gag. 


(How can you relax on $40 seat covers? I’d have more under 
my pants than in them.) This is nothing but the truth stated in a 
humorous manner. 


(Some people finance their car. I’d have to finance my seat 
covers.) When considering an expensive item, the thought of how 
you are going to pay for it always arises. In this gag, Pve just ex- 
aggerated the difficulties of paying for expensive seat covers. 


(But I really shouldn’t talk like that. My brother sells seat 
covers too panties.) Once again we find a series of gags based 
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on a single comedy idea and we need a final topper. Now I origin- 
ally found “seat covers” on my key-word list but I didn’t use them 
as a key-word. Instead, I built up a comic situation around them. 
The next logical step was to consider the word itself as a springboard 
for gags. The play on words was obvious. Seat covers could mean, 
among other things, garments that cover ihe seats of human beings. 
I then wrote the line: “My brother sells seat covers too under- 
wear.” Then I changed “underwear” to “panties” because the sex- 
ual connotation gave the line a stronger punch. 


(And chrome! That car had chrome bumpers, chrome grill 
guards, chrome trimmings. Why it was the chromiest car you’ve 
ever seen.) In thinking about accessories, I stumbled over the vari- 
ous chrome parts on a car. I also remembered a hotel joke that 
went: “What a hotel! They had chrome beds, chrome tables, chrome 
fixtures, and chrome lamps. It was the chromiest place you ever 
saw!” JI just changed the items in the gag and it was all set to go. 
Incidently, if you perform this routine, substitute “chrome door- 
handles” for “chrome grill guards”. If you want to know why, try 
to say “chrome grill guards” quickly. 


(DRYING FINGERNAIL POLISH JOKE) This also is an old 
story that I pulled into the routine by means of a gimmack. I just 
tied it up with an accessory (directional blinkers) and placed it with 
the rest of my gags on that subject. 


At this time, I began to form a vague story pattern in my mind. 
I considered going into a used car lot, meeting the salesman, criti- 
cizing the cars and selling techniques, taking the car out for a test, 
and then winding up my routine at the end of the drive. As you can 
see, this is just how the routine was later written with very few 
alterations. 


(When I revived I was driving through the country. It must 
have been the country—I was hitting fewer people.) Since I had 
the story pattern worked out to some extent, I decided to concentrate 
on gags that would fill out that pattern. I had already written a 
few gags based on taking the car out of the lot for a test run. If you 
will remember, I had the comic in the horrifying predicament of 
being in a car with no steering wheel. Upon learning this he fainted 
but it didn’t really matter, he couldn’t drive anyway. Well, this 
situation was so complex I couldn’t think of a way to get him out 
of it. That is, I couldn’t think of a humorous way to get him out of 
it. Fortunately, in comedy you don’t have to be too logical. So I 
just forgot about his troubles and in this gag pictured him driving 
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in the country. This line is also a switch on an old joke that went: 
Two tipsy soldiers were driving to town from their camp. One of 
them said, “We must be getting near the place.” The other looked 
at him hazily and asked, “How d’ya know?” “We're hitting more 
civilians!” As you can readily see, a fair quantity of today’s “origin- 
al humor” stems from old masters. 


(Then I ran into my uncle on the road. He just happened to 
be lying there.) By now, I had decided that this drive would be the 
closing sequence of my routine. All my thinking was devoted to 
finishing out this sequence and creating whatever continuity lines 
might be necessary. I couldn’t think of any additional gags involv- 
ing just the comic so I decided to bring another character into the 
routine. Of several I considered, I finally chose a drunk relative. 
Again, I was confronted by a situation wherein I had to choose be- 
tween a straight continuity line or a couple of weak gags. I picked 
the minor laughs as preferable to silence. Actually, this gag has a 
vague resemblance to: “I like motoring. You run into such inter- 


esting people!” It also sets up the next gag. 


(He always did have his mind in the gutter.) This was an 
obvious play on words inspired by the unusual position we discovered 
our new character in. 


(This was my drinking uncle. The one who knew Johnny 
Walker when he couldn’t even crawl.) I had decided that this new 
character was going to be a drunk. Now I had to show just how 
much of a drunk he was. I thought of the various brand names 
and tried to work out a play on words with one of them. I spent 
over ten minutes kicking “Rock and Rye” around but couldn’t come 
up with anything strong enough. Finally I settled on Johnny Wal- 
ker and the above gag. 


(What a guy! He wasn’t in the car five minutes when he started 
dropping olives in the anti-freeze.) Now I had to connect this drunk 
with the car because it was primarily a car routine. One point of 
similarity was the fact that he liked alcohol and in the winter, a 
car contains alcohol or anti-freeze. I could have just stated that he 
drank the anti-freeze but this wouldn’t get the laughs the idea de- 
serves. Again, I decided to imply that he drank it instead of act- 
ually putting the action into words. By saying he dropped olives 
into the anti-freeze, I clearly indicate that he intended to drink it 
eventually. 


(Then the car ran out of gas but we didn’t care. He just breath- 
ed on the motor and off we went.) A heavy drinker usually has an 
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alcoholic odor on his breath. One other point of similarity between 
the car and the drinker was this alcoholic breath and the fact that 
a car runs on something similar to alcohol. The comic possibility 
of him running the car by breathing on the motor occurred to me 
and the gag shaped itself. 


(I went into a used car lot yesterday. That’s where there’s no 
such thing as an old car if the Simonize is handy.) At this point 
I had all the gags I thought necessary. I sorted them out and ar- 
ranged them into the story pattern I described a few paragraphs 
back. Looking them over, I saw that I had no opening line. I 
needed some gag to get the comic into the lot. I decided that some 
sort of comic definition would do the trick. One of the things about 
a used car lot that amuses me is the way all the cars shine like 
mirrors. They may be the worst wrecks on wheels but they glisten. 
With this thought in mind I wrote the opening gag. It won’t bring 
down the house but it will get you into the routine in an amusing way. 


(I wasn’t in the place ten seconds when I was surrounded by 
this well-scrubbed vulture.) This is nothing more than a humorous 
description of a personality. It might get a titter and it will bring 
the salesman into the routine. 


(I finally bought the car and am I happy with it! Why I’d rather 
have that car than eat and that’s the way it’s going to be for 
the next fifteen months.) Now I had everything but a closing gag. 
The final sequence of the routine found the comic testing the car. 
Therefore, there were only two logical endings to the routine: 1. He 
bought the car. 2. He didn’t buy the car. I considered the possi- 
bility of his turning down the deal but couldn’t think of anything 
funny along this line. Then I tried to work up a gag based on his 
taking the car. I assumed he would be happy with it because he 
bought it and I kicked around various phrases such as: “I'd walk a 
mile for that car.” This would have tied in with the parking problem 
but it didn’t give me an ending line. One of the phrases I thought 
of was: “I’d rather have that car than eat!” Instantly, the payment 
angle occurred to me and IJ had my closing gag. 


(You know, I was beginning to change my mind about her.) 
This was written after the entire routine was put together. It seemed 
to me that the salesman’s girl friend had a Jot of commendable points 
and that it would be only natural to consider taking her. Basically, 
this is a milking gag for the heater joke. 


(It was a bargain though. I knew it was a bargain the ac- 
cessories cost less than the car did.) This was the last gag added to 
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the routine. I decided I needed a continuity line to work into the 
accessory sequence of gags. Again, it’s a rather weak line but I 
felt a smirk was better than nothing. 


To my knowledge, this is the first time a comedy routine has 
been dissected in print. If nothing else, you’ve learned that comedy 
is no longer funny if you think about it in a serious way. If you 
have a good sense of humor and want to keep it, don’t become a 
gag-writer! If you don’t have a good sense of humor, become a 
gag-writer. Why should you be an exception? 


COMEDY FORMS 


Comedy is delivered in many different ways. The same joke 
may be told as a one-liner, a limerick, er a heckler-stopper and 
still get laughs. It’s up to the gag-writer to decide which comedy 
form suits his gag idea best. To do this he must be conversant with 
the vast variety of forms now being used in humor. In the follow- 
ing pages I’m going to describe the more commonly used ones, giving 
a few examples of each. 


ONE-LINERS 


One-liners are short gags delivered entirely by one person. 
They may be two or three lines in length but rarely longer. The 
comic sets up his own straight line, if any, and also delivers the 
punch line. These one-line gags are the basis of all modern mono- 
logue acts. Such comics as Bob Hope, Milton Berle, and Groucho 
Marx have made their reputations with this form of humor. Ex- 
amples: 


You can always tell an Arab. When an Arab gets out of bed 
he takes the sheet with him. 


There are only two kinds of people who don’t make the same 
mistake twice parachutists and virgins. 


Russia’s peace offensives may not be peaceful but they certainly 
are offensive. 


There’s not much difference between raw milk and pasteurized 
milk. You drink a menagerie in one and a cemetery in the other. 
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DOUBLE OR DIALOGUE JOKES 


Double ‘jokes are delivered by two or more people. Usually 
one of them sets up the straight line while the other comes through 
with the gag line. The person who gets the majority of straight 
lines is called the “straight man”. The other half of the duo is called 
the “comic” and worse. The basic double joke is a question followed 
by a snappy answer: 


“Why does a chicken cross the road?” 
“That was no chicken——that was my wife.” 


This is known as a QUESTION—ANSWER joke. Double jokes 
range all the way from this simple specimen to ones involving a 
complex combination of questions, statements, and answers. The 
following examples will give you a fair variety of this type of humor: 


HUSBAND: What’s on the table tonight? 
WIFE: Dust. 


GIRL: Could you go for me? 
BOY: What’s the matter? Can’t you go for yourself? 


HOBO: Lady, I’m dying from exposure. 
WOMAN: Are you a bum, a politician, or a magician? 


STRAIGHT: I can’t help how I look. My mother was chased 
by a gorilla. 
COMIC: Looks like he caught her too. 


FIRST STUDENT: I’m a freshman! 
SECOND STUDENT: I’m a senior! 
FIRST STUDENT: You don’t look Spanish to me. 


COMIC: Are you thrilled? 
GIRL: Yes! 
COMIC: Well, that makes one of us. 


BUM: Can you spare a dime for a cup of coffee? 
COMIC: Coffee’s only a nickle. 
BUM: Won’t you join me? 
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COMIC: All day long I blow smoke rings through my nose. 
DOCTOR: What’s wrong with that? 
COMIC: I don’t smoke. 


COMIC: Why I know the Declaration of Independence by heart. 
STRAIGHT: Oh yeah? Go ahead and recite it. 

COMIC: When in the course of human events. 

STRAIGHT: Go on. 

COMIC: There’s more? 


STORIES 


This is the type of humor traveling salesmen abound in. By a 
tedious combination of dialogue and descriptive narrative, a comic 
situation is created that is topped by a punch line. In the twenties, 
stories formed the basis of all professional humor. Nowadays they 
are used almost exclusively by amateur humorists at Christmas Eve 
office parties. A good many stories have been shortened to one- 
liner length by comics, and occasionally sne might be used to pad 
a monologue. I won’t give you any examples because you probably 
know more than I do. 


SITUATION COMEDY 


This is another phase of humor that has slipped from the pro- 
fessional spotlight. Situation comedy relies on humorous situations 
rather than individual jokes. In the old days, a lecturer would dwell 
at length on the time he caught his foot in his suspenders during a 
Fourth of July parade. He created ludicrous verbal pictures for his 
audience and worked for continuous smiles rather than spaced roars. 
Today this form of humor exists only in literature (S. J. Perelman, 
P. G. Wodehouse) and such radio programs as The Aldrich Family 
and Meet Corliss Archer. 


TOPICAL LINES 


Topical lines are gags about any recent happening or situation 
the public is aware of. These lines are almost always sure-fire. 
Even if the lines are weak, people will laugh. Some at the jokes and 
others just to show they know what’s going on. 
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Gags about the local joke community (Brooklyn, Calumet City, 
La Brea tar pits, etc.), the local neckirfg grounds, and the neighbor- 
hood butt of humor, always go over big. No comedian should do 
a show without slanting his material towards the audience in front 
of him. It’s more work but it pays off in four figure salaries. 


Can you remember when the following topical lines were used 
and the situations that brought them about? 


I just joined a Pretzel Club. That’s a Pyramid Club with a new 
twist. 


Now they’ve got a car called the Truman Special. You don’t 
know if it’s going to run in 48. 


I don’t have to do this for a living. I can always go back to 
my old job smuggling information in from Glockamorra. 


Hisenhower’s working on a new book. It’s called: I'D RATHER 
BE DWIGHT THAN PRESIDENT. 


I just came from that picture about the new Studebaker: THE 
BEGINNING OR THE END? 


John D. Rockefeller gave a children’s party last week. A good 
dime was had by all. 


Garson’s back. and I’d like to scratch it! 


I don’t have to do this for a living. My wife knows a general. 


Isn’t this a wonderful country? Two chickens in every pot; two 
cars in every garage; and two governors in every state! 


I’m telling you, the bookies are running so fast, the people are 
betting on them. 


I don’t have to do this for a living. I’ve got a toll gate in West- 
chester. 


Yes, they’re all dead as a doornail now, but in their time they 
tore down the house! Don’t forget to keep your eyes on the news- 
papers and your gags on current events. A vague joke about Dick 
Tracy’s latest menace will pull on a par with gags about you-know- 
whose mammary equipment. And brother, that’s about the highest 
compliment a gag can get from me. 
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POEMS 


Comedy poetry is in a strange position today. One or two 
verses in an act will get laughs. Three or four will start a stampede 
to the exits. Any poem that needs more than four lines to get to 
the punch should be discarded. Choose those with solid rhyming 
and an unmistakable beat. Remember that your average listener 
thinks Keats is nice but only when they’re quiet. Examples: 


Daddy loved Mamma 
Mamma loved men 
Mamma’s in the mortuary 
Daddy’s in the pen. 


I eat my peas with honey, 

I’ve done so all my life; 

It makes the peas taste funny, 
But it keeps them on my knife. 


LIMERICKS 


Limericks rank with poems in audience acceptance. Use them 
in moderation and you'll get the yocks. In reading the following 
examples, note that the basic comedy ideas are not too strong, while 
the finished limericks are. Often, rhyming turns a weak gag into 
a sock one. This still doesn’t justify your making like Falstaff on 
a permanent basis. 


A man met his girl friend in Brussels, 
And said, “You are wearing two bustles.” 
She declared, “That’s not true, 

It’s a thing I don’t do. 

You are merely observing my muscles!” 


There was a young lady from France, 
‘Who decided that she’d take a chance. 
She let herself go 

For an hour or so 

And now all her sisters are aunts! 
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A bride by the name of McMann, 
Could not get a dime from her man. 
So with figure quite slender 

She vamped a bartender 

And got lots of beer for her can. 


She wasn’t what one would call pretty, 
And other girls offered her pity. 

So nobody guessed 

That her Wassermann Test 

Involved half of Calumet City! 


PARODIES 


At one time, the average parody couldn’t even be whistled in 
polite company. Nowadays, they’re considered essential to the 
repertoire of the nightclub comic. Parodies are merely substitute 
words for the real lyrics of a popular song. The substituted words, 
of course, should be reasonably funny. Examples: 


Won’t you tell me, dear, the size of your brassiere; 
Twenty, thirty, or forty? 

If it’s forty-two, I will be with you; 

Sunday, Monday and always. 


Oh, how we danced on the night we were wed; 
We danced and we danced, cause the room had no bed. 


Oh, how we danced on the night we were wed; 
I needed your love like a hole in the head. 


Oh, how we danced on the night we were wed; 
We danced and we danced, till we fell out of bed. 


When you write a parody, try to stick as close to the original 
lyrics as possible. Work mainly for a play on words and be sure 
the song you’ve chosen will remain popular for some time. It 
doesn’t pay to write and memorize something that will be dead in 
a month or so. 
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SONG TITLES 


M. C.’s have made song titles a respected part of the comedy 
tradition. They found they could introduce a vocalist’s song and 
also get a laugh by tacking on an alternate gag title. The whole 
thing sounds something like this: “Next we have Betty Baumsch- 
wortel singing NIGHT AND DAY or CANDY IS DANDY BUT 
LIQUOR IS QUICKER.” Other examples: 


I WONDER WHO’S KINSEYING HER NOW? 


MY GIRL FRIEND’S GOT A WOODEN LEG or PEG O’ MY 
HEART 


GRANDMA SPILLED BEER ON HER HAT or PUT ON YOUR 
OLD GREY BONNET WITH THE BLUE RIBBON ON IT 


TONGUE TWISTERS 


Tongue twisters are words that get your tang all tongueled up. 
I haven’t heard a comic use one in years and I’m afraid it’s another 
phase of comedy that’s been retired for good. While we’re on the 
subject though, I would like to caution you against inadvertent 
twisters in your routines. Occasionally you'll write a perfectly 
innocent line and then find it’s darn near impossible to say. For 
this reason, always run through your individual gags out loud before 
putting them into a routine. You'll avoid awkward phrases and many 
an embarrassing moment. Il never forget the time I wrote a 
routine containing the line: “She believed the way to a man’s heart 
was through his stomach. She was a doctor.” When actually per- 
formed it came out: “She believed the way to a man’s heart was 
through her stomach.” The error so startled me I just stopped 
dead. There was a split second of silence, then the audience realized 
what had happened and the implications of the mistake. They 
laughed so much I never did get to my punch line. 


DEFINITIONS 


If anyone deserves credit for the popularity of comic definitions, 
it’s Bob Hope. Through the years he’s used this branch of humor 
consistantly and effectively. Definitions are easier to write than a 
straight gag and what’s more important, they appeal to the modern 
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sense of comedy. Most comedians use them in this basic manner: 
The word to be defined is prominently placed in a straight line. 
Then the comic repeats the word and follows this with the definition. 
It also can be used to milk the previous gag. If the gag contains 
a definable word, the comic can follow it up with a definition. Ex- 
amples: 


Virtue: the triumph of mind over mattress. 

Atheist: a person with no invisible means of support. 
Lorgnette: a dirty look on a stick. 

G. O. P.: Getting Out of Practice. 


PUNS OR DOUBLE MEANING JOKES 


This is one of the older forms of comedy in existence today. 
Puns got laughs in the courts of Napoleon and they still get laughs 
from audiences throughout the world. They are particularly ad- 
aptable to off-color use and perhaps owe their existence today to 
this fact. A pun is a statement that derives its humor from a word 
that can be taken in two or more ways. Usually, the two meanings 
of the disputed word contradict each other violently. You will 
find that even a terrible pun gets laughs if you act as though it is 
terrible. The audience won’t be laughing at the pun but at your 
nerve in using it. Examples: 


She’s such a good sport. Why everybody rides her. 
She certainly has a wide background. 
She was fit as a fiddle but she didn’t have any beau. 


I always did like a chicken in my coupe. 


JOKES THAT STIMULATE THE AUDIENCE’S IMAGINATION 


These are the jokes that have given many a comedian grey 
hairs. The audience’s immediate reaction is silence. Then, as the 
meaning of the joke becomes apparent, they scream, howl, throw 
babies out of the balcony, and pandemonium reigns. Most jokes in 
this category follow a very narrow pattern. A perfectly innocent 
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statement is made but upon reflection, the statement reveals horri- 
fying possibilities. Many of these jokes are puns but in this case, 
the audience’s imagination supplies the comic meaning. If a person 
is what is laughingly known as pure-minded, many of these jokes 
will go past him. However, since the average audience has vivid 
and vulgar thoughts in abundance, these lines never fail to pull solid 
yocks. Examples: 


My landlady’s a real old hen. Whenever I owe her money, 
she lays for me. 


BOY: Let’s play postoffice. 
GIRL: But that’s a kid’s game. 
BOY: Not the way I play it. 


Mrs. Sam Smith was granted a divorce today after she told 
the judge her husband had spoken to her only three times since 
they were married. She was awarded the custody of their three 
children. 


RUNNING GAGS 


A very popular form of comedy today. Running gags are 
comedy situations that are repeated several times during the course 
of a show or a series of shows. The Jack Benny radio show has 
had one running gag or another in operation for years now. Fibber 
McGee’s closet has been getting laughs for so many years it’s be- 
coming part of American folklore. A good running gag is a funny 
bit to begin with and gets funnier through repetition. Remember 
that every running gag reaches a high point and then tapers off. 
Your last use of it should be at this high point. Also, be sure that 
the gag you choose is really funny. A weak running gag can be a 
Frankenstein monster that turns on you and ruins your act. Magi- 
cians who think that emptying a Lota Bowl] seventeen times is the 
epitome of humor should bear this in mind. Examples: 


In an Olsen and Johnson revue, an escape artist was introduced 
who subsequently tried to get out of a straight-jacket. During his 
struggles the curtain came down and through various parts of the 
show he was briefly seen battling his restrictions. This in itself 
was a good running gag but the topper came after the show was 
over. As the patrons left the theatre they saw him in the lobby still 
trying to get out of the jacket. This was smart show business in 
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many ways. The bit got a laugh many times throughout the show 
and once after. It also was something people would remember and 
describe to their friends, thus giving the production priceless word- 
of-mouth publicity. 


Olsen and Johnson utilize running gags in all their shows. Most 
of their current productions contain a mysterious figure, all of three 
feet tall, clad in a long black coat and a tremendous chin-covering 
hat. During various parts of the show it dashes madly across the 
stage and disappears into the opposite wing. It doesn’t make any 
sense but it never fails to get a real yock. 


A running gag, used by quite a few cémedians, concerns a gag 
that doesn’t go over. Whenever a gag lays a great big egg they re- 
peat it at various points throughout their act. This is also something 
that shouldn’t be overdone. I’d say two repetitions at psychological 
moments are plenty. 


INTERRUPTIONS 


The Jack Benny show is also noted for its skillful use of the 
comic interruption. This consists of a stooge breaking into the act 
with an hysterical outburst of some sort. The comic asks what 
it’s all about and the stooge replies with a gag line. On radio each 
interruption is encased in two sound effects. A door opens before 
the outburst and slams violently following the punch-line. This 
door slam after the punch is sound comedy psychology. It’s a subtle 
cue for laughter that never fails to earn its keep. In stage use, these 
interruptions frequently lay an egg because they lack the simple 
emotional drive afforded by the slammed door. Examples: 


STOOGE: Don’t let them hit me. Please don’t let them hit me! 
You can’t let them hit me!!! 


COMIC: Who are you? 


STOOGE IN LAVENDER TONE: A baseball. what else? 


STOOGE: I’m going to strike! I’m going to strike I tell you! 
I’m going to strike and there’s nothing Washington can do 
about it! 

COMIC: Who are you? 

STOOGE IN LAVENDER TONE: Oh, just a little clock. 
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STOOGE: Could you tell me where the elephants are? 

COMIC: Elephants? We don’t have any elephants. 

STOOGE: You mean this isn’t the zoo? (EXITS SNIFFING 
THE AIR IN A PUZZLED WAY.) 


STOOGE: I won’t stand for this! I tell you I won’t stand for 
this! If you think I’m going to stand for this, you’re crazy! 

COMIC: Who are you? 

STOOGE: A baby-sitter. (EXITS) 

COMIC: He ought to be ashamed of himself. A big man like 
him sitting on babies. 


HECKLER-STOPPERS 


I plead guilty. In my comedy series I’ve given the entertain- 
ment world hundreds of these verbal explosives. I can’t imagine 
how many unpleasant incidents these have caused. I came to the 
conclusion years ago that these did nobody any good, least of all 
the performer using them. Unfortunately, I never made this public 
and many have used them with varying results on my tacit recom- 
mendation. Then, several months ago I read a column written by 
a gag-copyer with little or no entertaining know-how. He just reads 
nine columns and writes the tenth. Among other inanities he stated 
that comedians love hecklers. They allegedly feel this way because 
it gives them a chance to use their heckler-stoppers. I, personally, 
have never met a comic who loved or had even the slightest affection 
for a heckler. Some react to them better than others, but none of 
them enjoy these ring-side exhibitionists. 


This writer also advises the reader not to insult the heckler 
outright. Following this, he lists a collection of lines that would 
garner any nightclub owner several law-suits. I can’t condemn this 
fellow too much because I’ve uttered the’same absurdities myself. 
You'll find them in black and white in several of my earlier books. 
The error of my ways was brought forcibly to my attention in a 
little club in the Catskills. At that time I was comparatively new 
to nightclubs, and like most young comics, couldn’t be told a thing. 
This little incident occurred during the last show of the night. I 
was a few minutes into my material when a tubby alcoholic at one 
of the tables went to work on me. I had noticed him during the 
previous shows because he was with a big party and was making 
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considerable noise. Up till the time he started on me, he had ignored 
the entertainment. 


I took a few jibes, (not nearly enough though), and then lit 
into him. I criticized his clothes, his manners, his intellegence, and 
his friends. I cast doubt on his legitimacy, the source of his income, 
and his ability to find his way home. For a minute or so he just 
stared at me, stunned. Then he got up and stalked unsteadily out 
the doors. Rather pleased with myself, I finished the show and left 
the floor. The manager met me with a face like a beet. Without 
formalities he steered me into the kitchen and started raving to the 
accompaniment of frying steaks and clanking dishes. 


“What the hell d’ya think you were doing?” 


“What d’ya mean?” I answered. “The guy was giving me a 
hard time.” 


“So he was giving you a hard time so what? I don’t care if 
he used your head as a target to shoot olives at. If that’s his idea 
of fun, leave him alone!” 


“What’s so special about him?” 


“He’s a customer, that’s what’s special about him. Not only 
that, he happens to be one of our best customers. The tab for his 
party tonight was over a hundred bucks. To keep business like that 
I'd fire you, the girls, the acts, and the band! Understand?” 


I did. 


To this day I’ve kept that outburst in mind. I still think heck- 
ler-stoppers are worthwhile but not to beat down errant patrons. 
If you want to use them, aim them at a fictitious uncle or acquaint- 
ance. Don’t direct them at someone alive who bruises. 


Getting right down to it, I question the psychology of using this 
type of material. If your heckler is sober, you might shut him up 
with a barrage of gag-lines. You might also shift the sympathy of 
the audience from yourself to him. After all, he’s just made a few 
amateurish remarks when you come back at him with a stream of 
obviously prepared ridicule. The Amercian sense of fair play has 
always favored the underdog and, in this case, you would not be it. 


Then we encounter the more likely instance of the heckler not 
being sober. No amount of cleverness will overcome his drunken 
behavior. Most clubs have pre-arranged methods to cope with sit- 
uations like this. If a patron gets too boisterous, a waiter will ask 
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him to quiet down. If he continues causing trouble the manager 
asks him to pay his check and leave. Sometimes this. requires the 
efforts of a bouncer but in most cases this isn’t necessary. 


Of course, there are some clubs that specialize in giving the 
customer a hard time. There’s one in New York where the customer 
is always wrong. The waiters finish unwatched drinks; spaghetti 
is spilled into ringsider’s laps; and ribald remarks are thrown at 
those on their way to the rest rooms (e.g. This audience must really 
be exhausted. Everyone’s going to the rest rooms..... Mention 
my name and you'll get a good seat..... ON THE WAY BACK: 
Did everything come out all right?). The people who go to these 
places expect the worst and aren’t disappointed. They do expect it 
though. The patron of the average club doesn’t. That’s the differ- 
ence. 


Here are a few examples of this atomic archness: 


There’s a guy who’s got his mouth in high gear before his brain 
is turning over. 


He’s got a face that looks like he slept in it. 


Listen, fella. I know you can’t help it if you’re punchy——but 
why don’t you go to Washington where no one will notice it? 


There’s nothing wrong with him that a funeral couldn’t fix. 


LETTERS 


Comedy letters haven’t been used much in recent years but still 
rate consideration. Mary Livingstone and Portland Hoffa come 
up with one every now and then from their relatives. Miscellaneous 
comedians use them as short bits of business occasionally and this 
is destined to be their niche in comedy for the foreseeable future. 
In brief, they consist of reports by relatives of humorous happenings 
in their home town or fan letters, pro and con, from followers. Some 
gag letters are based on other ideas but most fit into these two groups. 
They are particularly good for the novice comedian. It gives him 
something to hold onto thus eliminating fidgeting of the hands. It 
also enables him to read his material straight from the script. Ex- 
amples: 


Dear Mr. Orben: 


I think you’re the greatest comedian who ever lived. I think 
your material is the finest ever written. I think your books are the 
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best ever published. I think I’d better go back to the asylum for a 
checkup. 
Signed: Lucius L. Looselid 


This next letter requires some preliminary explanation. It seems 
this young British couple, newly arrived in the United States, went 
out with a renting agent to inspect a house. They looked it over 
for an hour or so, thanked the agent, and went home. It soon de- 
veloped that neither one had seen « W. C. (water closet) in the house. 
Wasting no time, they wrote the agent and asked where the W.C. 
was located. After considerable thought, the salesman came to the 
conclusion that they were referring to the Wesleyan Church. With 
this in mind, he replied as follows: 


Dear friends: 


The W.C. is located eight miles from the house.... . This is 
a little inconvenient, especially if you’re in the habit of going regu- 
Wanchy: <3 = Some of the people around here take their lunch and 
make a day of it..... Others go by car because they’re in a hurry 
andtcanitewaity. <4 a0 It’s really a fine old building steam-heat- 
ed and seats 195 people..... We’re even thinking of enlarging it 
to accomodate transients..... I went with my wife once and it was 
so crowded, we had to stand all the time..... Next year we're go- 
ing to hold a raffle to furnish plush seats..... Perhaps I'll see you 
there then..... It really pains me not to be able to go more 
Often a... 


LECTURES 


This form of humor is very similar to comedy letters. The 
comic apparently gives an informative talk on a serious subject. 
In reality, he pokes more or less obvious fun at the topic he’s speak- 
ing on. This idea has been used with great success by quite a few 
comedy names today. Alan Young pretends he’s a grade-school 
student giving a recitation about a horse before a graduation assem- 
bly. He stammers through a few lines of his speech and then real- 
izes he’s forgotten the rest. Frantically he goes back and begins 
his recitation again. This time he reverses some of the important 
facts in the opening lines. He again reaches the forgotten part, looks 
at the audience, terror-stricken, and returns to the beginning. Each 
time he starts over again he gets the facts more confused until 
eventually he runs off the stage in tears. 
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Grace and Paul Hartman do a wonderful take-off on an un- 
comfortable male lecturer speaking to a woman’s club. Roger Price 
gets solid yocks by illustrating his pseudo-serious talks with non- 
sensical diagrams on a large drawing pad. Willie Howard used to 
fracture the people while supposedly teaching French. Ransom 
Sherman spends a good deal of his television time giving utterly 
useless instruction on popular subjects. 


Here are a few lines from a comedy lecture on the human body: 


The human body is divided into three parts: the brain, the 


chest, and the abominable cavity ..... The brain contains the mind, 
ThieboN yg: Aloka. & The chest contains the lungs, the heart, and in Holly- 
wood. Cottom. >... the abominable cavity contains the bowels, of 


which there are five ayes 1) Or eannGetl a «sie 


MISPRONUNCIATION 


Jimmy Durante has just about turned this comedy form into 
a privately-owned monopoly. His frontal attacks on the English 
language are legendary. Another exponent of the gnarled grammar 
technique is Ed “Archie” Gardner, the modern Mrs. Malaprop. This 
title could also be applied to Jane Ace of Easy Aces. Outside of 
these specialists, few comedians murder the English language 
intentionally. 


Gag comedians can get laughs from mispronunciations without 
going overboard on the subject. One idea is to pronounce words 
just as they look. Here are a few examples: 


NEGLIGEE (NEH-GLIH-GHEE) 
FRAGILE (FRAA-JILL-EE) 
NAIVE (NAVE) 
WORCESTER (WAR-SEST-ER) 


Jerry Lewis turns straight lines into laughs by making a quest- 
ion of the last word or two in a sentence: “I’d like to know where 
we're going anyway?” A few more along this line would be: 


ahead? 
mother? 


What’s that lying in the road 
What are we having for dinner 


Some of the recent fads based on words could be a source of 
material to the comic. Several years ago everybody was busy think- 
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ing up cities that blended into the abbreviations of states. Some of 
the cleverer couplings were: 


Apples, Ida. 
Squee, Mich. 
Bee, O. 
Oompah, Pa. 


Another fad of recent origin was something called Daffy De- 
clensions. It poked fun at hypocrisy and the minimization of our 
own weaknesses. This was done by the creation of exaggerated 
grammatical declensions: 


I am light-headed; you are tipsy; he is drunk! 

I am risque; you are off-color; he is vulgar! 

I am sensible; you are thrifty; he is cheap! 

I am determined; you are stubborn; he is pig-headed! 


The most recent craze is Fractured French. These are French 
phrases accompanied by English translations of dubious validity. 
Examples: 


HORS DE COMBAT: Camp followers. 
CARTE BLANCHE: Someone carry Blanche. 
A LA CARTE: On the wagon. 

SIL VOUS PLAIT: Not sterling. 


SPECIFIC COMEDY TALENTS 


This is a form of humor that can rarely be duplicated. There 
are many comedians making a living today because they are capable 
of making a noise, a gesture, or a face that is funny. Perhaps they 
have no other talent to speak of, but every time they use this special- 
ty it brings down the house. I know a comic who gets only one 
real yock in his entire act. He makes a peculiar high-pitched noise 
come from his stomach when he laughs. The people go crazy the 
first time they hear it. After six or seven repetitions it still manages 
to get a few chuckles and on this and precious little material, he 
makes a good living. There’s a stooge on television who never gets 
a laugh except when he makes an exit. He’s worked out a laughable 
gesture to go with the exit that always gets a howl. This trademark 
is enough to keep him working many a moon. If you have a unique 
talent of this sort, thank your lucky stars. It means more than a 


38 COMEDY TECHNIQUE 


trunkful of sock gags. I’ve seen these unusual bits transform a cold 
audience into a live one like magic. Like nothing else, they can be 
depended upon to break through the fourth wall. If you don’t have 
a gimmack like this, try to invent one. It’ll pay off a million-fold. 


IMITATIONS AND IMPRESSIONS 


Mimics have just about throttled the goose that laid the golden 
eggs for them. Years ago, audiences took to imitations of well- 
known personalities and gave practitioners of the art strong support. 
Now they just wait patiently until the next act appears. The reason 
is obvious. Every mimic is like every other mimic. They imitate 
about a dozen standard personalities year in and year out when they 
have thousands to choose from. 


Modern mimics fall into two general categories. One group 
does the Hollywood stars: 


Bette Davis (A cigarette; an exaggerated walk; vague refer- 
ences to Philip and a letter.) 

Cary Grant (A head bobbing in all directions.) 

Barry Fitzgerald (Spectacles at the tip of the nose and a 
toothy brogue.) 

Jimmy Cagney (Tough talk while hoisting the pants with the 
elbows.) 

Edward G. Robinson (A cigar and mouthings that make one 
see-sick.) 

Gary Cooper (Tight-lipped western talk.) 

Peter Lorre (Bulging eyes with a voice growing wilder and 
wilder.) 

Lionel Barrymore (Chin-stroking and a wavering voice.) 

Ronald Coleman (If I were King.) 

Humphrey Bogart (Wincing and indistinct S’s.) 

Walter Brennan (Listen, son!) 


The other group goes to work on popular singers: 


Frankie Laine (A roller-coaster voice and calisthenics.) 
Billy Eckstine (Exaggerated improvisation.) 

Rose Murphy (A teeny-weeny voice with lots of brrrrr’s.) 
Al Jolson (A deep voice plus Larry Park’s gestures.) 
Frank Sinatra (Microphone clutching after every line.) 
Mel Torme (Whispering set to music.) 

Ted Lewis (Constant raising of a battered top hat.) 
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Most mimics wouldn’t have an act if you eliminated these 
names from their repertoires. The field is in a pretty bad way 
if F.D.R., Wilkie, and Wallace Beery have to be pulled from the 
grave nightly by unadaptable comics. Many still do insulting imi- 
tations of Mrs. Roosevelt. How offensive can you get? 


If you’re a mimic, get wise to yourself. Throw out the regulars 
and go to work on new personalities. There are plenty to choose 
from. How about Arthur Godfrey, Martin & Lewis, Tallulah Bank- 
head, or Dave Garroway? These are stars with distinctive vocal 
mannerisms the public will recognize. Give Jimmy Durante and 
your audiences a rest for a while. 


As a final word of caution, make sure your imitations are accur- 
ate. One star watched an impersonation of himself and had only 
this to say: “I dunno. One of us is lousy!” 


There are very few true impressionists today. An impression- 
ist is one who offers a verbal or visual caricature of a person. A 
mimic merely imitates his mannerisms and voice. Unfortunately, 
most mimics call themselves impressionists and the two are hope- 
lessly confused in the public’s mind. Individual impressions can 
easily be included in a straight comic’s routine and constitute a good 
change of pace. Here’s an example: 


My impression of Esther Williams! (TILT HEAD TO ONE 
SIDE AND SHAKE WATER OUT OF YOUR EAR WITH THE 
PALM OF YOUR HAND.) 


PANTOMIME 


Television has revived the ancient art of pantomime in a big 
way. Jackie Gleason does a silent bit each week satirizing the bach- 
elor’s way of life. Sid Caesar and Imogene Coca specialize in pan- 
tomime comedy on their Show of Shows. Other top comics also are 
eliminating wordage to favor silent humor. The television camera 
gives the intimate close-ups pantomime requires. Even the flicker 
of an eyelash is visible and consequently the art is reaching heights 
of subtlety never before possible. 


In the rush to utilize this new-old comedy form, many make 
a very basic mistake. Some comics have the idea that pantomime 
is the art of making funny faces. So they go out, mug all over the 
place, and then wonder why they laid an egg. Just as you need 
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jokes in a verbal routine, you need visual gags in a mime routine. 
There must be specific humorous actions for you to do. If there 
aren’t, you'll just look silly. The following rough outline of a 
musical pantomime illustrates this idea: 


The curtain opens, revealing the pianist pushing the piano on- 
stage. He then goes offstage, the band plays a chord, and he re- 
appears with great pomp and dignity. Seating himself on the stool. 
he discovers that the piano is too far away. Instead of pulling the 
stool over to the piano, he moves the piano over to the stool. The 
stool is then found to be too low. To remedy this, the pianist 
crouches at the proper height and whirls the seat violently until it 
contacts his bottom. Next he draws from his jacket a ragged pile 
of sheet music and throws it at the music holder on the piano. (I 
won't go through the entire routine. The preceeding lines are enough 
to show you how many visual gags go into a successful mime act.) 


RECORD ACTS 


This is another comedy form that has been grossly abused. In 
a record act, the performer plays a phonograph record and mouths 
the lyrics on it. He also mugs violently and goes through various 
bits of business in keeping with the recorded music. Spike Jones 
records are great favorites for this type of work but almost any 
comedy disc can be used. 


The main fault with record acts is that the record is funny but 
the performer isn’t. Unless you can add something of value to the 
recorded talent, you’re just getting by on another person’s ability. 
Make sure your record act contains enough funny bits to last you all 
the way through. When planning the routine, don’t leave any dead 
spots that you'll have to fill by mugging. Don’t neglect the possibili- 
ties afforded by good comic make-up and clothes. In short, do 
everything possible to make the audience think that you’ve got the 
talent instead of the recorded performer. 


CATCH PHRASES 


People react favorably or unfavorably to certain words. Re- 
cently a psychiatrist compiled two lists of words. The first list con- 
tained the words we like to hear most. They are: I love you; okay; 
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all is forgiven; take the day off; keep the change; have another; 
dinner is served; here’s that ten I owe you; blood test shows negative. 


The second list contained the words we leust like to hear. They 
are: Buy me one; out of gas; payment past due; I’m not that kind 
of a girl; have you a reservation; you’d lose respect for me; rest in 
peace. 


In comedy we also have certain words, expressions, or phrases 
that are always good for laughs. Many comics are famous for the 
catch words they’ve added to the language. Here’s a brief list of 
some of them: 


Who’s Yehudi? (Jerry Colonna) 

Umbriago (Jimmy Durante) 

Well! (Jack Benny) 

Pll kwill you a millyun times. (Milton Berle) 
George! (Jerry Lester) 

Put something in the pot, boy! (Jack Kirkwood) 
You’re a haard man, McGee! (Harold Peary) 

I dood it! (Red Skelton) 


There are other words and situations that get laughs because 
of their long-time association with comic ideas. A brief list of 
them would include: 


Serutan; baloney; buying the Brooklyn Bridge; hash; the Dod- 
gers; Brooklyn; Hadacol; toupee; belt in the back; red underwear: 
falsies; a Mickey; don’t be half-safe; snuggies; pop-corn; Airwick; 
Zombie; gadzooks; ball-point; etc. 


The inclusion of any of these into a gag usually assures its suc- 
cess, Keep these key comedy words in mind when creating new 
material. They'll get laughs even when your stronger material fails. 


AD-LIBS 


There’s very little real ad-libbing going on today. Most com- 
edians ad-lib straight from a mental file of hundreds of gags. If 
they trip, they’ve got a gag for it. If a lady in the audience screams, 
they’ve got a gag for it. In fact, they’ve got a gag for everything 
that could possibly happen in a theatre, barring its burning down. 
There’s a comedian on television who can’t ad-lib to save his life. 
(Did I say one?) Nevertheless, he’s getting quite a reputation as 
an extra-curricular gag-man by means of these memorized lines. 
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You can do the same if you take the trouble of learning these pre- 
pared ad-libs. Examples: 


IF YOU COUGH: No use talking. I gotta get a room. 


ORCHESTRA: What a band! If the leader held a tambourine 
they’d make a fortune. 


AFTER STRIPPER: Now you know why they call it show 
business. 


WHEN DOING A SWISH BIT: Don’t laugh. You’d be sur- 
prised how many seats this gets me in the subway. 


STATISTICAL HUMOR 


Statistical humor takes the form of a chart or a written record 
of some sort. Each item in the record may be funny or they may 
just build up to a final gag idea. This type of comedy can be de- 
livered orally but I’'d suggest its use as publicity material or atten- 
tion-getters on advertising matter. Examples: 


FORMULA FOR SUCCESS 


20— 30 Tri-weekly 
30—40 Try weekly 
40—50 Try weakly 
50—60 Try 

60 — 70 


OFFICE GIRL’S DIARY 


MONDAY: Told him I’d let him kiss my hand if he took me 
to dinner. 

TUESDAY: Told him I’d let him kiss my lips if he took me 
to the Stork Club. 

WEDNESDAY: Told him I’d let him kiss my shoulder if he 
bought me a fur coat. 

THURSDAY: Told him he could kiss me behind——the ears 
if he bought me a diamond. 

FRIDAY: Drove home in my new Cadillac. 
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HOW TO SWITCH GAGS 


Most jokes never die. They may go out of vogue for a while, 
but then someone comes along, polishes them up and they’re as good 
as new. Gag-writers spend a good deal of their time revamping old 
jokes. In some cases just a word is changed. In others, a major 
overhaul job is done. For instance, I had the following definition 
for years: “Alimony: taxation without representation.” It was 
amusing but not strong enough to use. Then one day I decided to 
tack three words to it. Those three words turned it into a perfectly 
acceptable gag. It read: “Alimony: taxation without representation 
or anything else.” 


In comedy you can never stop thinking. In the old days, “MAN 
BITES DOG” was news. Today a hydrant would have to sprinkle 
a dog before anybody took notice. 


By a process of substitution, the changing of names and places, 
the improvement of timing, or the modernization of phrasing, many 
old gags can be made into new ones. In 1942 a popular gag was: 
“Things are so confused in Washington, even the German spies 
don’t know what’s going on.” To bring this up to date, all you have 
to do is change “German” to “Russian”, 


A few more switches on these old war gags would be: 


Stalin will die on an American holiday. If it doesn’t happen to 
be one, we'll make it one. (This used to concern Hitler and a Jew- 
ish holiday.) 


Stalin’s just given the world 24 hours to get out. (Hitler was 
the culprit in the 1940 version.) 


Other gags can be switched in the same way. Here’s how one 
gag changed through the years. A person asks for a room and the 
desk clerk replies: 


1920: Do you want it for sleeping or pleasure? 
1929: Do you want it for sleeping or jumping? 
1950: Do you want it for sleeping or Canasta? 


Some gags are obviously adaptable. For instance: “Get a load 
Ofsthisyer =... ee I won’t say where I got it but it was Woolworth 
the money!” Just about anything could be used in that gag. A 
book, a vase, a clock, a silk. All would be applicable. 
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Another gag that can be used indefinitely is: ‘“Dewey’s got his 
eye on the presidential chair but look what Truman’s got on it!” 
This was first used by Bob Hope in 1944 and it concerned Dewey 
and Roosevelt. A lot of comics told it in 1948 about Dewey and 
Truman. You can use it in 1952, 1956, 1960, and on by just changing 
the names involved. 


This is all that gag-switching involves. When you read a gag 
that is applicable to a modern situation, bring it up to date and 
you’ve got a brand new yock for your act. ~ 


TIPS ON GAG-WRITING 


Modern comedy is not written for sophisticates. It’s written for 
the man in the street whose vocabulary is limited and whose gram- 
mar frightens English teachers. If you try to give him anything 
other than comedy he readily understands, you’re dead. 


I doubt if there’s a comedy routine in existence that would pass 
the critical eye of a grammarian. When you write your gags re- 
member to use the phraseology of Delancey Street, not Park Avenue. 
Take all the big words you know and give them back to Webster. 
They say soap operas are written for twelve year old mentalities. 
Comedy programs haven’t risen to these heights as yet. 


Don’t try to slant your material to a special clique in your 
audience. Don’t use show business terms that even show people 
don’t understand. Don’t make jokes about the boys in the band or 
the manager’s wife. You may kill a few people with this custom 
material but you’ll irritate the rest. 


If nothing else, learn proper timing. Every gag you write must 
have a certain swing to it. A gag with eight words may kill them; 
the same gag with nine could flop. If proper timing isn’t written 
into the material, no comic can make it click. I won’t spend pages 
on this subject. I’d be wasting my time and yours. No one can 
teach you comedy timing. You either feel it or you learn it after 
years of writing. 


Did you ever hear people being accused of pushing a joke too 
far? Don’t you push your jokes too far. Every gag is good for 
just so much humor. Don’t try to get three laughs out of a two 
laugh idea. If you’ve got a good comedy expression use it twice, 
not sixteen times. If you’ve got a good comedy catch line repeat 
it, but don’t make a federal case out of it. 
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Following the same line of thought, don’t let your comedy get 
too close to the serious. The exact point of pushing a joke too far 
in this direction varies. An adult may laugh at a situation a child 
would cry at. The wolf in the Three Little Pigs cartoon was funny 
to adults but frightening to children. If you’re a homosexual you 
won't find swish jokes amusing. 


Just remember to keep your humor free of the hard facts of 
everyday life. Don’t ever write a line that can be taken seriously by 
an audience. As George MacManus wrote: “People laugh when 
they see somebody fall down..... But if he doesn’t get up, they 
stop laughing.” W. C. Fields put it even better: “It’s funny when 
something bends, but not when it breaks.” 


HOW TO DELIVER COMEDY 


You’ve just written or received an act to perform. Your first 
step is to make thoroughly sure that you understand the material. 
This may seem like ridiculous advice but many comedians today 
are using material they don’t quite understand. Occasionally you’ll 
hear a comedian say: “I don’t get it!” after a big yock. More often 
than not he means it. Remember that gag: “I worked in a little 
club called the Chez Paree. That’s French for Shapiro.” I once heard 
a comic pronouncing it Schezz Paree, which was a clear indication 
that he didn’t understand the gag or know what he was talking 
about. Don’t ever tell a gag unless you understand it! Follow this 
rule and you'll save yourself a lot of embarrassment. 


Don’t just look over the new script or read it to yourself. 
Recite it out loud and get the verbal feel of the gags. In other words, 
see if the stuff plays. Then commit it to memory and use it before 
an audience. You can’t practice comedy or develop comedy tech- 
nique before a mirror. This can only be done before a live audience. 
If you’re timid, get out of comedy. To be a good comedian, you’ve 
got to give up ail your inhibitions. You’ve got to feel perfectly at 
ease while standing before an audience in your shorts. Your high- 
est compliment as a comedian is to be called a jerk. You’ve got to 
conduct yourself at all times with this in mind. If the thought of 
such behavior bothers you, once again, get out of comedy. 


Your first problem on stage is to get the people laughing. They 
don’t know who you are. They don’t care how much time you’ve 
spent preparing your material. They don’t care how nice a guy you 
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are offstage. If you can’t make them laugh, you’re a bum! With 
this comforting thought in mind, your first five or six gags should 
be strong ones. If you’ve got some particular comedy talent or know 
a hilariously funny noise or face, now is the time to use it. If you 
can capture the audience’s sympathy from the start, you can tell 
them nursery rhymes later on and get laughs. 


Some audiences are tougher than others. Usually, you’ll run 
into nothing but tough audiences the first four months you spend 
in comedy. Then, as your technique and material improve, you’ll 
find the audiences do also. About the hardest audience to get laugh- 
ing is the supper show bunch in a theatre and the ten o’clock crowd 
in a nightclub. Audiences composed of older people are also slow 
to warm up to a comedian. Balzac put it nicely when he said: “As 
children only do we laugh, and as we travel onward laughter sinks 
down and dies out like the light of the oil-lit lamp.” 


It’s considerably easier to make a large audience laugh than a 
small one. Empty seats don’t only depress managers. They also 
cast a pall over the few patrons and the acts. When a theatre is 
full, a holiday atmosphere prevails and people are more apt to let 
go. It’s interesting to note that people rate jokes higher when read 
in the company of others than when read alone. So if possible, 
work in successful places only. 


I want to insert a note of caution here. A cold audience is a 
frightening proposition. It’s a horrible feeling to tell jokes and 
hear them bounce off the walls of the theatre in silence. Many 
comedians get panicky at this point. In order to save face they be- 
gin to criticize the audience. In recent years a dangerous trend has 
started. If the audience doesn’t laugh, beat their brains out! Milton 
Berle has spearheaded this trend by his behavior on video. He tells 
a joke and if it doesn’t get a howl, the audience hears about it. 
They’re told in no uncertain terms to “laugh it up!” This is done in 
what is supposed to be a joking manner. In effect, it just makes it 
that much harder for him to get laughs. No audience enjoys being 
pushed into laughter. Natural laughter is the result of a relaxed 
state. If a group feels that every gag must be greeted with a roar, 
they’re too ill at ease to laugh at anything. Keep in mind that old 
admonition: THE CUSTOMER IS ALWAYS RIGHT. If your audi- 
ence doesn’t laugh, assume that you’re the one at fault. If after ten 
or fifteen gags they still don’t laugh, you might throw one or two of 
the “NO LAUGHS” ad-libs at them. These should be delivered in 
a friendly tone. They should never be used as a command or a crit- 
icism. If they still don’t react to your humor, get a new act. 
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In the TABLES FOR TWO column of The New Yorker, Henny 
Youngman got one of the nicest write-ups I’ve ever seen a comic get. 
Part of it follows: “Henny Youngman, one of the two featured 
performers in the current show at the Copacabana, is a tall, gawky 
man with an immense amount of self-possession—call it gall, if you 
like—and an uncompromising attitude toward his trade. His chief 
charm lies, I think, in the simplicity of his method. He plants him- 
self in front of the microphone, a foolish smile on his face and a 
long, unlighted cigar in one hand, and rattles off gags until his 
listeners show signs of softening up under the bombardment. After- 
ward, he proceeds to slightly more involved comedy routines. Un- 
like other comedians who employ this sort of grapeshot opening, 
Youngman appears to care little about the reception his jokes get. 
He shoots no coy glances around to point up a doubtful quip, nor 
does he chastise the audience for any slowness of response. He 
simply tosses the jokes out as rapidly as possible, pausing after each 
one only long enough to give his listeners time to absorb it. His 
sole bit of business during these pauses, aside from the silly grin, is to 
slowly scan the spectators, eyeing them calculatingly and depending 
on his sure sense of timing to dictate the start of the next gag.” 


Youngman has confidence in himself and his material. He 
doesn’t have to slam the audience for laughs. He knows in time he’ll 
get to even the toughest audience because his act is really funny. 
Incidently, the “grapeshot opening” as The New Yorker puts it, is 
one of the best ways to start a gag-type monologue. It’s equivalant 
to the opening three minutes of a large magic show when the magi- 
cian dazzles the audience by a parade of short, snappy effects. In 
comedy, the comedian throws at the audience a barrage of short, 
snappy gags. Eventually, some of them have to find their mark 
and when this happens, you’re in! 


You’ll note how the write-up pays tribute to Youngman’s timing. 
As mentioned in previous chapters, timing can’t be taught. Still, 
there are some points of advice that can be given in print. Never step 
on a laugh. There is a psychological moment for beginning your 
next gag. This occurs at a point just following the peak of your 
audience’s laughter. The laughs haven’t stopped as yet, but they’re 
diminishing in volume. When this moment is reached, go into your 
next line. If you start too soon, you’ll cut off the audience’s full 
enjoyment of the line. If you wait too long, there'll be a moment 
of awkward silence that’ll give your audience a chance to cool off. 


Youngman doesn’t use any mugging to point up a gag. [d 
suggest that you do. There’s nothing better than a bit of business 
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with a gag to heighten the effect it will have on an audience. You 
can mug, gesture, or do any of a number of things to hypo laughter. 
Note how Milton Berle takes a few steps towards the audience while 
making a funny face, following a gag. Groucho Marx sports a leer 
after many of his lines. Bert Lahr follows many a gag with the 
horrendous noise that’s become his trademark. Don’t neglect this 
important means of building a laugh. It can increase the response 
to a joke by one hundred per cent. 


Don’t telegraph a joke. In other words, don’t tell the joke in 
such a way the audience will know what the punch line is going to 
be. If they start to laugh during your set-up line, something’s wrong. 
Either rewrite the gag, or change your way of telling it. Sometimes 
a performer’s style telegraphs a joke. If you watch any comedian 
long enough, you get to know how he approaches a situation. For 
instance, most of Sid Caesar’s material fits into the broken line of 
thought type of humor. In one routine he asks his wife what’s:in a 
glass she’s giving him. She says it’s poison. At that point, quite a 
few in the audience started to laugh in anticipation of the punch- 
line. They were evidently Caesar fans and knew that the liquid 
would turn out to be poison. In this case, it was impossible to avoid 
telegraphing the punch to some of the audience. Try to avoid doing 
this whenever possible, though. 


Don’t memorize a routine word for word. Give all comedy 
material a loose reading. Memorize only the idea of the gags and the 
key words in them. This will give your act an ad-lib quality and 
keep it from sounding like a recitation. Whenever you break in new 
material, make sure you know it. Don’t ever stumble over a line 
because you’ve forgotten it. Comedy has to be spontaneous. Any 
hesitation in the delivery of a gag kills the laugh. You must know 
your lines so well, nothing can make you forget them. If somebody 
gives you three words in your act, you should be able to pick up the 
lines at that point. Note how sure burlesque comics are of their 
material. They’ve done their skits three times a day for years and 
not even an atom bomb explosion could make them forget the gag 
sequence. I’ve seen them break up a routine with kidding that some- 
times lasted ten minutes. But when it was time to go on with the 
skit, they knew just what line was next. If you can’t do the same, 
you’ve got your work cut out for you. 


Don’t harp on any single phrase if it’s not humorous. Many 
comedians become addicted to an expression and repeat it through- 
out their act. One New York comic keeps interspersing his gags 
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with: “I feel good!’ Nobody gives a damn how he feels. At first 
such phrases aren’t noticed. Then they become a source of annoy- 
ance to the audience. Anything that destroys the audience’s state 
of relaxation is no good. Get it out of your act. You won’t notice 
these monotonous phrases yourself. If you use them, they’re so 
much a part of you they don’t stand out. Ask a non-patronizing 
friend to listen to your act with this in mind. If he discovers such 
a phrase or remark, make a conscious effort to get rid of it. 


Don’t do one act until you and it are mouldy. Keep your in- 
terest in comedy alive by experimentation and revision. Be able to 
do three or four acts at any one time. This will make for repeat 
jobs at happier prices. Try to slant your material at every audience. 
you play to. This again calls for a flexible format. Some modern 
comics memorize gag sequences instead of entire acts. In other 
words, they group eight or ten gags together and use several of these 
units instead of an act. When playing to different audiences, they 
use the units most applicable to the crowd in front of them. Henny 
Youngman, Jean Carroll, and Morey Amsterdam use systems simi- 
lar to this. 


Regardless of how you set up your material, don’t deliver the 
same gags to every audience you see. Slant your material for bigger 
yocks and better pay. If you play to a jeweler’s convention, make 
sure your jokes concern gems. When you work before a veteran’s 
organization, bring out your army material. At Christmas, tell 
Christmas jokes. In hot weather, hot weather jokes. If the town is 
putting the heat on bookies, tell bookmaker jokes. Size up each 
audience and give them the material they'll like best. 


In slanting your material, make sure you don’t step on any- 
one’s toes. It’s easier to fall into this pitfall with topical or local 
material than with any other kind. Remember, if a joke is painful 
or annoying to a person, he won’t laugh. (See Page 97) See what 
I mean? 


Every now and then, stand at a distance and take a good look 
at your material. Deliver it out loud and time the length of it. See 
how many laughs you average a minute. A top gag-man like Hope 
gets about seven laughs a minute. If you get five, you’re okay. If 
you do heavy characterization comedy like Herb Schriner or Jack 
Benny, two laughs a minute is a good average. If you are now 
getting less than two laughs a minute, start revising your act. This 
should be the absolute minimum in yocks for a comedian, regardless 
of style. If you can’t get a laugh every thirty seconds, turn in your 
patter books and become an undertaker. 
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Finally, don’t let your material get dated. Check your act every 
two weeks or so for gags that no longer mean anything. Keep a 
close watch on your topical lines. These will sometimes last you 
only a week. If you can bring them up to date by switching them, 
do so. If not, cut them out as soon as they stop getting laughs. Be- 
fore the war I had the definition: “Pork: the stuff they put in 
chicken salads.” Then the war sent the price of pork so high I had 
to change the line to: “Pork: the stuff they used to put in chicken 
salads.” Nowadays the line wouldn’t have any application at all. 


It’s odd how lines go in and out of use. In the thirties, the fol- 
lowing gag appeared: 


I want to buy a petticoat. 
Of course! Period costumes are on the fifth floor. 


Two years ago the New Look came in and with it, petticoats. 
In 1949, the above gag wouldn’t have made much sense. However, 
in a few more years it once again will be usable. The New Look also 
ruined other clothing gags. For instance: “Years ago they called 
a man who hid behind women’s skirts a coward. Now he’s a magic- 
ian.” ‘The New Look made it theoretically possible to hide behind 
skirts and so another gag bit the dust. 


Sometimes topical gag themes have to be cut out altogether 
even though they’re still funny. For the past few years, New York 
comedians have been getting laughs with gags about the Long Island 
Railroad. Most of the lines were based on the railroad’s lateness 
and general inefficiency. By early 1950 it was a standard butt of 
humor in New York City. Then it suffered two major disasters 
killing over one hundred people. Immediately, the comic became 
the tragic and it would have been in the worst possible taste to joke 
about the railroad. Comics should review their routines with hap- 
penings of this sort in mind. 


BLESSED ARE THE PURE FOR THEY SHALL 
INHIBIT THE EARTH 


This is the eighth book on comedy I’ve written. As each new 
book comes out, the howl grows louder. It seems I shock the puri- 
tans of America with some of my humor. Magazines no longer re- 
view my books, they just comment on their shade of blue. Editor- 
ials picture me as a corrupter of our nation’s morals. People feel 
obligaied to give me lectures when I make an appearance in public. 
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All of this leaves me slightly nauseated. As a writer for working 
professionals, I have to publish the kind of humor people want to 
hear. This means suggestive comedy. It will continue to mean sug- 
gestive comedy until people are born sexless. 


People have been trying to outlaw sex for years. Personally, 
I think it’s here to stay. Some of my critics ought to try it some- 
time. I think they’d like it. In a way, I feel sorry for these do- 
gocders. They remind me of children looking through a store win- 
dow at toys they'll never have. Fortunately, I’m getting plenty of 
moral support from others who also favored the questionable quip. 


Take Benjamin Franklin. He had a vast appreciation for Rabel- 
aisian wit. His famous letter to the Royal Society of Brussels is a 
classic. It isn’t taught in public schools like his “Poor Richard’s 
Almanac”, but it’s a lot funnier. 


Then there’s James Whitcomb Riley one of our most cele- 
brated poets. Among his other creations was a little ditty called: 
THE PASSING OF THE BACK-HOUSE. This also isn’t taught in 
today’s English Literature classes. 


I mustn’t forget Abraham Lincoln who loved a suggestive story. 
He once described a family that came to visit him at the White House. 
The father made the introductions as follows: “I am Mr. Bates; 
this is my wife, Mrs. Bates; and my son, Master Bates.” Abe came 
up with the obvious punch line: ‘Well, I wouldn’t boast about it!” 

His honest interest in the off-color didn’t escape the critics of 
the day. The Atlanta Intelligencer called him “the Baboon Presi- 
dent, a low-bred, obscene clown.” 


Mark Twain is credited with this smart sally: “I’d rather 
sleep with that woman stark naked than with General Grant in full 
uniform!” 

He also said the following in a letter to William Dean Howells: 
“Delicacy: a sad, sad false delicacy robs literature of the best 
two things among its belongings. Family circle narrative and ob- 
scene stories. But no matter; in that better world which I trust we 
are all going to I have the hope and belief that they will not be de- 
nied us.” 


The late Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes thoroughly enjoyed 
burlesque shows and the brand of humor they offered. 


F. D. R. delighted in telling sophisticated off-color stories. In 
Life (2-5-40), Goeffrey T. Hellman wrote: “Mrs. Roosevelt does 
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not blush when her husband gets off rather broad Fly Club jokes, 
but covers him tactfully when this occurs in the presence of guests 
who have not been insulated by a Harvard education.” 


These are but a few of hundreds I could name but I think I’ve 
made my point. 


Frankly, ’m amazed at how ineffectual the blue-noses have 
been in their war on spice. They’ve been trying to purify the land 
for years but for every inch they gain, they’re pushed back a yard. 
I can’t help recalling the words of Mayor Behrman when asked why 
he didn’t suppress vice in New Orleans. He said: “You can make 
it illegal, but you can’t make it unpopular.” 


Every entertainment medium has some sort of organization or 
code designed to keep it either pure or functioning without police 
interference. To date these efforts have neither halted nor even 
slowed down the American people’s quest for sophisticated sallies. 
Hollywood is one of our most restricted art forms and yet its pro- 
ducts are a hundred-fold more lascivious than they were in silent 
days. Ah yes, Hollywood. where they know only one word of 
two syllables fillum. Where the bathrooms don’t have toilets; 
pregnant women never bulge; and sex is something that only hap- 
pens in France. 


Some of the efforts to purify movies have been laughable. 
Millions of feet of film have been deleted because an inch or so of 
bosom was exposed. In pictures, people never sleep together. Even 
when they’re married they occupy adjoining beds. When the pro- 
tagonists aren’t married, they just blow each other kisses. Holly- 
wood has worked out its own solution to this problem though. 
Whenever sex rears its snugly head, they “make it with kissing” 
and the audience gets the idea. 


This unfamiliarity with the facts of life leads movie moguls 
to some remarkable decisions. In MAN HUNT, Joan Bennett played 
the part of a woman of the streets. This of course was strictly taboo 
and something had to be done about it. They couldn’t change her 
character because this would have necessitated a change in the story 
also. At this crucial moment the Hays Office came to the rescue: 
“It is ruled that a sewing machine must be photographed in Miss 
Bennett’s room-———thus indicating to audiences that, though driven 
by harsh circumstances to sin, she still remains, at heart, a good 
woman.” And a well-dressed one, too! 


Hollywood is also responsible for the emasculation of a good 
many Broadway productions. They spent fortunes to buy good 
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stage plays and then discard everything but the author’s name. Re- 
member that wonderful second-act curtain line in BROTHER RAT: 
“A drug-store on every corner in the U. S. A. and you have to 
have a baby!” Needless to say, this never made the movie version. 


Yes, the censors have done their work well. Their passion for 
purity has made American movies the most unbelievable in the 
world. They reek of unhealthy personalities, lust, illicit relation- 
ships, violence, but don’t let that worry you. They’ve been passed 
by the censors so they must be okay. I can still remember the hoss 
operas of the silent days. The villain used to chase the heroine but 
you had the feeling if he ever caught her, he would just pucker up 
and kiss her violently. Not today. 1951 super-westerns feature 
villains who are trying to finish a six month’s course in sex tech- 
nique in two weeks. Most of the footage is taken up with their 
leering at the half-clad bosom known as the feminine lead. This 
makes the hero a little mad because he wants to leer at her too. 
The whole thing ends happily though. The final shot shows hero 
and heroine disappearing into the sunset in their duplex covered 
wagon. 


Despite the censorship, many a spicy snapper has been put on 
celluloid. Here are just a few that caught the Hays Office napping: 


In BELLE OF THE NINETIES, Mae West was moving some 
chips around on a roulette table. The croupier asked: “Are you 
down for good?” She answered: “Well, I expect to be but not 
for good.” 


In the same film she admired a nude painting. Someone told 
her it was an old master. “Looks more like an old mistress,” Mae 
replied. 

During this same production, Mae philosophized: “A man in 
the house is worth two on the street.” 


Perhaps somebody will say she appealed only to a limited 
group. This group was so limited she got $300,000 a picture in the 
middle of the worst depression America ever had. 


Groucho Marx has also slipped a few past the censors. In 
MONKEY BUSINESS a girl snubbed him with: “Sir, you have the 
advantage of me.” Groucho replied: “Not yet, but wait’ll we get 
out on the verandah!” 


In HORSEFEATHERS he talked about a boat in the following 
manner: “I was going to get a flat bottom but the girl in the boat- 


house didn’t have one.” 
‘ 
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These go as far as blue material can in films. The movies will 
never be able to utilize some of the comedy situations that panicked 
them on Broadway. I'll never forget the bit about a soldier and 
sailor who died and went to Heaven. St. Peter met them, gave them 
wings, and said if they ever had an impure thought, the wings would 
fall off. Everything went all right until a shapely young angel flew 
by. Immediately the soldier’s wings dropped to the ground. So he 
bent over to pick them up and the sailor’s wings dropped off ..... 
Can you imagine this situation being shown at the local Bijou 
Theatre? 


Perhaps radio is censored even more severely than the movies. 
Here are just a few of the ridiculous changes brought about by 
radio blue-noses: 


One of them refused to pass the song-line: “Why don’t we do 
this more often, just as we’re doing tonight?” Then it was altered 
to: “Why don’t we do this more often, just as we’re doing today?” 
and everything was hunky-dory! 


One station eliminated moose calls from a children’s script. 
“They’re mating calls,” the censor explained. “Too sexy!” 


“Silk stockings thrown aside,” from THESE FOOLISH THINGS 
REMIND ME OF YOU, was changed to: “A glove you threw aside.” 


This alteration alone saved countless girls from a fate worse than 
death. 


A song entitled BILLY gave a network snooper impure thoughts. 
It contained the line: “And when I sleep, I always dream of Bill.” 
This was purified to: “I want you to know I love you so, I just want 
to be with Bill.” Wordy but pious. 


Another song-line: “No wonder I get passionate,” was changed 
to: “The kiss that has a dash in it.” 


Comedy scripts are very carefully scrutinized for blue gags. 
Anything remotely sexy gets the axe. Occasionally, a line or two 
does go through and then there’s hell to pay. John Crosby described 
one of these uproars in the 11-6-50 issue of LIFE: ‘The broadcaster 
and the advertising man never got to know the American people 
very well. They genuflected to the most clamorous and _ idiotic 
elements of America. The letter writers, for example. Mae West 
once appeared on the Charlie McCarthy program and let fly a few re- 
marks which appeared to be out of bounds. The repercussion shook 
NBC to its foundations. Yet when the smoke had cleared away it 
developed that only 15,000 persons, not all of them angry, had writ- 
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ten in about the broadcast out of an audience of roughly 20 mil- 
lion. It was difficult to explain to the broadcaster that most Ameri- 
cans don’t write letters. They turn the damn thing off and go bowl- 
ing.” 


That’s one of the unfortunate aspects of this whole controversy. 
The people who enjoy suggestive material aren’t vocal in their ap- 
preciation of it. On the other hand, the puritans will write letters 
of indignation at the drop of a G-string. 


Occasionally, one of the comics will rebel against this radio cen- 
sorship. This happened a few years ago when a top comedian refused 
to delete certain lines from a script. He went on the air, delivered 
them and thought he had bested the vice-presidents. His listening 
audience never heard the lines though. The engineers just cut the 
show off the air when the disputed lines were read. A few seconds of 
silence was heard followed by a loud studio yock. Some listeners 
thought their sets were defective; most never thought twice about it. 
The comic kept up his one-sided fight for a few weeks, then capitu- 
lated. The silences were breaking up the continuity of his routines 
and he saw the hopelessness of his position. 


Yes, the radio smut-hounds are on the job but the forces of in- 
iquity still are heard. Here are just a few of the thousands of sug- 
gestive snappers that have come over the air-waves: 


Ida Lupino on the Bob Hope Show: Say, who was that lady I 
seen you out with last night? 

Bob Hope: That was no lady. That was my brother. He al- 
ways walks like that. 


Then there was the fellow who made a living telling bed-time 
stories to the kiddies. He finished a broadcast, assumed he was off 
the air and bellowed into the live mike: “Well, I guess that'll hold 
the little bastards!” 


One comedian got into a peck of trouble with this line: “The 
dresses are getting so short the girls will soon have four cheeks to 
powder.” 


Another star increased his daily ration of Scotch one day and 
came out with: “Once upon a woman I had a time No! Once 
upon a time I had a woman.” This was the end of his radio activ- 
ities for many a moon. He said afterwards: “The guy who fired me 
is grouchy until he’s had his lunch and then he has indigestion!” 


This same personality had a wonderful disdain for the powers 
that be. He once gave a dinner for some of the most distinguished 
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people in Hollywood. In the middle of it, his secretary dashed in 
and said: “I don’t want to interrupt you, Mr................. , but the head 
of your studio is on the phone and wants to talk to you immediately. 
It’s the eighth time he’s called in three hours and he says it concerns 
a matter of the greatest importance.” The comic looked up from 
his food and roared: “Give him an evasive answer. Tell him to........ 
himself !”” 


In radio, a great deal of raucous humor comes from slips of 
the tongue. One announcer told his audience: “If you want that 
exhilarating new thrill, try Buppert’s Rear!” 


Another tried to plug the slogan: “The best in bread!” In- 
stead, he advised his listeners to get: “The brest in bed!” 


A New York disc jockey happily remarked: “We’ve just heard 
Doris Day’s frontside. And now, let’s look at her backside.” 


These inadvertent howlers caused one comic to say: “I have 
to be careful when I plug “that wonderful Schick kit” over the radio. 
One slip of the tongue and I’m off the air.” 


Reading matter is also censored but slips of the linotype occur: 


One historical article said: “The chief duties of the lord were 
to look after the manure and see that it was running right.” 


A novelist wrote this stunning line: “I can’t go and leave her 
behind alone!” 


An unfortunate quotation caused one newspaper considerable 
embarrassment. It read: “Greater love hath no man than this: 
that he lay down his wife for his friend.” 


A very popular women’s magazine ran an article giving tips to 
honeymooners, The first twelve suggestions were run-of-the-mill 
but the thirteenth was a classic. It read: “On your way West, stop 
at Yellowstone and let your spouse take a hint from Old Faithful!” 


Chicago suffered a bad fire and one of the local papers reported 
on it as follows: “Heavy black smoke could be seen from Devon 
Avenue, and was so thick that the Uptown Bank Building was 
obscured from stores across the street. It rolled into the Riviera 
and Uptown theatres, whose frightened patrons evacuated.” 


Yes, that old demon off-color sure gets into strange places. The 
moralists keep fighting him off and sometimes their efforts are fun- 
nier than he is. But then you stop laughing when you realize what 
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this asinine prudery is doing to people. It’s no longer funny when 
sex books have to be locked up in the Victoria, B. C., public library. 
They have to be padlocked because people would rather steal them 
than be seen checking them out at the desk. 


The whole thing loses its humor when you consider the fact 
that we’re the most sexually maladjusted nation in the world. We’ve 
taken perfectly normal instincts and turned them into forbidden 
desires. Our sex laws are ridiculously contradictory. In one state 
you can get five years if caught with a prostitute but you’re immune 
if caught with a cow! You can see almost nude girls in underwear 
ads but the same degree of nakedness in art pictures is prosecuted. 
I begin to wonder what kind of people these moralists are. Can’t 
they see the psychological chaos they’re bringing about? Then I 
remember one incident that occured during the recent fracas between 
the post office and Esquire. The post office had as its chief witness 
a psychiatrist who was also head of a monastery. It developed that 
even though he was in charge of an educational establishment, he 
had never heard of the following contributors to Esquire: Thomas 
Mann, Sholem Asch, H. L. Mencken, John Dos Passos, Theodore 
Dreiser, Ernest Hemingway, D. H. Lawrence, Maurice Maeterlinck, 
Andre Maurois, Thomas Wolfe, Bertrand Russell, and John Stein- 
beck! This thought always gives me a clearer impression of the 
people I’m dealing with. 


In recent years, America has gone a long way towards the 
recognition of the existence of sex. Modern writers are facing the 
facts of life and reams are being written on heretofore forbidden 
subjects. They’re also expressing themselves in earthier terms. 
Take this sentence from Lewis Browne’s SOMETHING WENT 
WRONG: A MODERN SUMMATION OF MODERN HISTORY: 
“Most of the landowners continued to act like typical sons of riches, 
sitting on their backgrounds and twiddling their titles.’ You never 
read history like that in the twenties. 


Ilka Chase in her PAST IMPERFECT, describes George Moore 
in a fashion that could still get tongue-clucking. She writes: “Moore 
was a spindly-legged, pot-bellied, bejowled little man, and he un- 
expectedly pinched my behind. I felt rather honored that my be- 
hind should have drawn the attention of the great master of English 
prose.” 


This freedom .of expression has even spread to one of New, 
York’s oldest and crustiest newspapers. It published an ad recently 
for a super-sized bed and part of the copy ran: “for reassuring 
proximity without constraint ..... With this bed there is no 
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poaching, no bumping, no crowding, and in moments of inspired 
athleticism it will give quiet, comforting, reliable support. A super- 
sized bed can be the means of saving numerous marriages from go- 
ing on the rocks. Here is the way to meet the problem of the sterile, 
sissified, unmanly twin beds, and that creation of Satan himself, 
separate bedrooms.” They couldn’t be more explicit with pictures. 


A textile manufacturer publishes full-page ads with the accent 
on double-entendre. The copy could be extolling their sheets or 
what is done on them. 


I saw the following line in a daily newspaper: “Some of the 
girls you see around town these days certainly have attractive (.) (.) 
Few readers even raised their eyebrows. 


The INS carried a short item about Denise Darcel. When asked 
about her penchant for plunging necklines she-explained: “I am a 
woman, no? If I have pretty legs, I wear short skirts. So..... i 
A sensible statement but few would have admitted it ten years ago. 


Yes, they’re even teaching sex in high schools these days. Of 
course, to a lot of the kids it’s Ancient History. 


Radio is also loosening up after lo, these many years. Not be- 
cause the moguls of the air see the light; but as an answer to tele- 
vision’s increasing popularity. Video, on the other hand, has been 
progressing with very little restraint and doing quite well, thank you. 
TV necklines are enough to make a baby cry but all the smart lines 
aren’t on the women. During Kay Kyser’s TV quiz show, a contest- 
ant was asked to name some famous Russells. After some thought 
he came up with: “Lillian thats! tone... ... And Jane.” 
“That’s three,” Kay added. 


To answer this ribaldry, radio has eased its restrictions con- 
siderably. Such expressions as: Drop dead! Lousy! Jerk! etc. are 
used quite freely on the airlanes today. This is something we could 
do without but it is an indication of a more liberal attitude on the 
part of radio towards common expressions. It still is a far cry from 
Berle’s use of: “What the hey!” on television. 


Another example of the new radio is this parody sung by Bob 
Hope on the Bing Crosby Show: 


Sometimes she wears pajamas, 
Sometimes she wears a nightgown; 
But when they’re both in the laundry, 
Irene’s the talk of the town. 
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Here are a few I’ve written on this same idea. You might be 
able to use them: 


One night a burglar surprised her, 

But in a second he fled; 

For there were three cops in her parlor, 
And sixteen more under her bed. 


Some girls can sing and quote Plato, 
Some girls make cookies so brown; 
But all the boys follow Irene, 

Her neckline’s the lowest in town. 


Last night I went to sleep early, 
And as I settled in bed; 

I put my big feet out the window, 
And now all my neighbors are dead! 


As this is written, the protests against blue material are grow- 
ing weaker and weaker. Life itself is off-color and sex and sexual 
behavior will always interest people. Up till now, it’s been fashion- 
able to look down one’s nose at sophisticated stories. Now, the 
pendulum is swinging in the other direction. Spice is becoming an 
accepted part of American life. A Chicago department store feat- 
ured two brands of sheer nighties. One was named “Saints” and 
the other “Sinners”. The girls preferred “Sinners” three to one. 


The moralists are slowly being cut down to their last argument. 
When all else is disproved, they claim that blue material is in bad 
taste. Perhaps, at times, it is. But at its worst it can never equal 
the evidences of bad taste exhibited to the American people every 
day. I’m referring to the full page ads in magazines glorifying toilet 
paper, deodorants, sanitary napkins, etc. These seem to be accepted 
with utter equanimity by one and all and yet I can’t conceive of any- 
thing in worse taste. Here are multi-colored displays telling you 
in flowery language that you stink! Here also are columns of a 
copy-writer’s concern for your poor chafed bottom! What gags 
have you ever heard that could match these in offending one’s sen- 
sibilities / 

There’s plenty in show business that is in bad taste but most 
of it doesn’t concern blue material! Every time a TV comic gets 
serious about something or other I feel like retching. That’s when 
you hear those impassioned and ungrammatical appeals for money 
to buy yo-yo’s for all the kids in Persia. A comedian’s job is to be 
funny. Whenever he drops out of character for one of these maudlin 
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appeals, he is making it that much harder for the audience to laugh 
at him. Just as I wouldn’t expect an accountant to lay bricks, I 
don’t expect a comic to make fund-raising speeches. I can see the 
reaction to this paragraph right now. Orben’s against charity! No, 
Orben isn’t against charity. He’s against comics making asses of 
themselves. In the majority of cases, these appeals by comics are 
unnecessary, uncalled for, and unimpressive. 


In the same category is the TV comic who becomes nauseat- 
ingly patriotic. He’s the kind who will read the Gettysburg Address 
in a Brooklyn accent while a gum-chewing chorus girl waves an 
American flag. Our nation’s traditions are too sacred to be ridiculed 
by such antics, even though the perpetrator means well. 


Perhaps the epitome of bad taste in show business is the current 
coupling of romance and religion. Countless performers are yodel- 
ing these incredible songs praising God in a fox-trot beat. Perhaps 
I’m overly sensitive, but I feel that spiritual thoughts belong in a 
cathedral, not in a juke-box. 


Show business has plenty to be ashamed of but blue material’s 
far from the top of the list. Sure you’ve heard comedians tell jokes 
that were out of line and that caused embarrassment. I’ve been 
embarrassed by comedians with lily-white material who were just 
lousy. There’s a time and place for everything including blue ma- 
terial. You’ve got to size up your audience, your location, and your 
job, and decide just how blue you can get. In many cases, you 
shouldn’t get blue at all. No one can give you a cut and dried method 
for determining what material to use. Let your conscience and 
sensitivity be your guide. 


Most theatres and nightclubs accept a fair amount of suggestive 
lines. Don’t let the presence of women bother you. In most cases 
they appreciate the snappy stuff more than men. Just keep the ma- 
terial on a suggestive plane and you won’t have any worries. Don’t 
ever get obvious in your off-color gags for this is what people ob- 
ject to and rightfully so. If you’re not sure how an audience will 
take to spice, give them your best blue line. If you get a strong yock 
from all parts of the house, continue with them. If the reaction 
is spotty, stick to the lily-whites. 


Don’t think [m forcing suggestive material on you. By no 
means. If you don’t like the stuff, don’t use it. There are many 
great acts in show business who have rarely used blue lines. [’m not 
saying that it’s essential to success in comedy. I just want it under- 
stood that there’s nothing wrong with sexual wit and that in most 
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cases, the intelligent use of it will speed you on your way to comedy 
success. If I had a nickel for every comic who was told to “Dirty 
it up!” I wouldn’t have to write patter books. 


COMEDY TABOOS 


Have’ you ever wondered why the comedian is the butt of most 
gags in modern comedy? He occupies that position because he’s 
afraid of offending anyone else. Ours is the era of the organized 
minority. If you joke about shoemakers, you get a letter from 
their union in the morning. If you do negro dialect, a hundred 
women’s clubs accuse you of race prejudice. The average comedian 
today takes no chances. If he calls anyone names, it’s himself. 


Name comedians never know when they will be called down for 
offending some group. Fred Allen once said that the rooms in a 
Philadelphia hotel were so small, the mice were humpbacked. An 
organization of hotel-men demanded that he retract the statement. 


Dean Martin and Jerry Lewis got into similar trouble on a 
recent Colgate Comedy Hour Show. They did a skit kidding the 
empty movie theatres caused by TV. The cashier was dressed in 
a low-cut gown to lure patrons inside. The theatre owner literally 
dragged in customers from the street. It was reasonably funny but 
a group of movie-men didn’t think so. They sent a protest to RCA 
President Frank Folsom saying the skit bad “done serious damage 
to the industry.” They also asked RCA to “take steps immediately 
to see that this scene is not repeated on other stations.” Martin & 
Lewis apologized. 


This will give you a rough idea of how restricted name com- 
edians are in their attempts at humor. They can’t kid their sponsor; 
they can’t even mention their sponsor’s competitors. They can’t 
do jokes about catholics, protestants, jews, or mummy-worshippers. 
References to negroes, italians, spaniards, or mexicans are strictly 
forbidden. Sex doesn’t exist and labor is inviolate. Who is there 
left to joke about? Truman, the Russians, and themselves! 


The lesser known comedians don’t have as many restrictions 
but they still have to watch their step. I used to do a very funny bit 
about the boss and how cheap he was. A few of them took me 
seriously and so another routine bit the dust. As a matter of policy, 
don’t do any gags that can hurt people’s feelings. If you want to 
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use this type of material, direct it at a fictitious friend or relative. 
Stay away from all gags touching on religious or racial differences. 
In these times, such gags are dynamite. Try to stay close to the 
topics of humor people recognize and enjoy. Criticize the prices ‘in 
nightclubs, the food in restaurants, the fuzzyness of television. You 
may not be the cleverest comic but you’ll be working. 


SLAPSTICK COMEDY 


Most of the instruction given so far has been for the talking 
comedian. Now we are going to go to the opposite side of the field 
and consider slapstick comedy. Slapstick is primarily exaggerated 
pantomime with the accent on raucous bits of business. A pie in 
the face is good slapstick. 


The word is derived from an instrument used by comedians of 
the nineteenth century. It consisted of two pieces of thin wood with 
a wedge in between and a handle attached. The comedian swung 
it at anyone available, and upon contact it made a loud slapping 
noise. This was accompanied by violent gestures of pain and sur- 
prise on the part of the performer slapped. The slapstick is now 
obsolete but the name still applies to this broad type of humor. 


Slapstick has the greatest possibilities for sustained humor of 
any of the comedy forms. Talking comedy produces waves of laugh- 
ter. In good slapstick something funny is happening all the time 
and there should be a steady stream of laughs. Like pantomime, 
slapstick depends on good visual gags. Be sure your routine contains 
enough of these gags to last all the way through. Dead spots in 
slapstick are even more noticeable than in talking comedy. 


There are several slapstick stand-bys always good for laughs. 
A comic fall will kill them in Chicago or Siam. Be sure you know 
what you’re doing though. The falls that get the biggest laughs 
are the most dangerous ones. Practise them on gym mats so you 
won’t split your skull open. Then, when you’re certain of yourself, 
try them out on a hard stage. Two falls an act should be the 
maximum. 


Another slapstick stand-by is leaning on something that isn’t 
there or that collapses. This also contains an element of danger so 
proceed with caution. Harold Lloyd, one of America’s greatest 
slapstick comedians, still bears the marks of a gag that backfired. 
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Early in his career he was given a lighted bomb to hold. Instead 
of a prop bomb, he was given a real one by mistake. With cameras 
grinding the thing exploded taking part of Lloyd’s hand off. Since 
then he’s worked with rubber gloves on to conceal the missing por- 
tion. Sometimes comedy isn’t very funny. 


You can get plenty of ideas for slapstick comedy from life itself. 
The following sounds like a Mack Sennett comedy but actually 
happened. Some years ago, the Port Authority invited newsreel men 
and reporters to the Jersey end of the Holland Tunnel to witness a 
fire-fighting demonstration. An old car was soaked in kerosene 
while Chairman Cullman stood ready with a hose in his hands. The 
car was ignited, the cameras rolled, and the hose was turned on. 
Nothing happened. It seemed the Jersey City water department 
had turned off the pressure to repair a leak. As cameras recorded 
the scene for posterity, the car burned to the ground. In a rage, 
Cullman turnéd to Mayor Hague and roared: “What is the meaning 
of this outrage?” In the excitement he forgot to put down the hose 
nozzle which suddenly came to life catching the Mayor square in the 
face. The newsreels would have been worth a fortune but the cam- 
eramen reluctantly surrendered them. 


Slapstick is universal comedy. A person hitting his thumb with 
a hammer is just as funny in China as he is here. This is the only 
type of comedy that can be transferred without changes to any 
country in the world. If we translated our jokes into Chinese they 
wouldn’t pull at all. For instance, the Chinese have their marital 
jokes but they’re completely different from ours. The butt of the 
jokes is the son-in-law, not the mother-in-law. He’s usually married 
to an intelligent girl whose mother isn’t too happy about the union. 
No matter how she coaches him, he’s always doing something to 
disgrace them socially. How many of our jokes would fit into 
this format? 


A few slapstick gags can be a wonderful change of pace for the 
talking comedian. Don’t neglect them because of the work involved. 
It’s easier than digging ditches. 


CHARACTERIZATION COMEDY 


The comedians who last are the ones with strong characteri- 
zation. This type of comedy derives its humor from the character, 
real or assumed, of the comedian. The gags he tells are based on 
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the human traits or weaknesses he is known for. Jack Benny is one 
of the foremost exponents of this brand of comedy. Through the 
years he’s developed the character of a vain, penny-pinching skin- 
flint. Every gag relating to him points up some facet of this charact- 
erization. If he has a phone in the house, it has to be a pay phone. 
If he invites people to dinner, they have to pay for it. Note how 
he never tells a joke or gets into a situation that is contrary to this 
assumed personality. This is the strong point .of his comedy and it’s 
never tampered with. People forget individual gags but they don’t 
forget good characterization. 


Charlie Chaplin, one of the greatest comedians in history, put 
characterization above all else. The pathetic little tramp he por- 
trayed could swing an audience from laughter to tears in a matter of 
seconds, Great comedy is a delicate mixture of humor and pathos 
and Chaplin could turn on either with deceptive ease. 


Few modern comedians attempt this combination of laughter 
and tears. One contemporary comic does a punch-drunk fighter 
routine of this sort but it never seems to come off as planned. He 
comes out and does a few minutes of gag-lines. Then the straight- 
man asks him if a young fellow should choose the ring as a career. 
At this point the comic gets serious but the audience rarely realizes 
it. Instead, they giggle through the rest of his lines which are sup- 
posedly dramatic in intent. He admits he’s nothing but a punch- 
drunk has-been and advises the kid to stay out of the fight-game. 
While this is going on, the audience is trying to determine whether 
it’s meant to be serious or funny. The whole thing sort of trails off 
leaving the audience slightly bewildered and none too happy. 


The punch-drunk fighter idea is a good one and gives you strong 
characterization. But if you’re going to do this bit, don’t get serious 
or you'll be’ heading for trouble. Red Skelton did the best one I’ve 
ever seen. He kept it funny all the way through and gave you the 
impression the fighter was still enjoying himself. If the audience 
begins to feel sorry for the character it’s no good. Pity never gets 
laughs. 


If you do characterization comedy, don’t ever use a gag not in 
keeping with your assumed personality. I don’t care how good the 
line is, if it tears away your character, it’s not for you. It’s except- 
ionally easy to write characterization humor. The gags are sug- 
gested by the personality you’re portraying and all you need is a fair 
delivery to get them across. Few monologuists do this type of 
comedy. It’s more adaptable to a team because the straight-man’s 
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lines point up the humor in the comic’s personality. Several famous 
teams of this sort are: Burns and Allen, Amos and Andy, Fibber 
McGee and Molly, Easy Aces, and Abbott and Costello. 


The straight-man is a guy who was born on the wrong side of 
the cracks. The public thinks he’s the one without any talent. No- 
thing could be further from the truth. A good straight-man is worth 
his weight in gold. He has to have as good a sense of timing as the 
comic and an instinctive feel for pace. Just as the quarterback used 
to run a fooiball team, the straight-man runs the comedy team. He 
delivers the set-up line, points up the punch line by a mugged react- 
ion, then begins the next straight line at the psychological moment. 
George Burns is just about tops in this field. His purse-mouthed 
pauses milk Gracie’s jokes dry. “A man drowned once while I was 
pausing,” he claims. Now that the team’s on television, George 
is doing his first solo comedy with excellent results. This proves 
a long-standing contention of mine: Any good straight-man can 
become a good comedian. Conversely, any good comedian is usually 
a good straight-man too. If you ever want to hear some really 
solid straighting, listen to Bob Hope or Milton Berle when they’re 
working with guest stars. They don’t get laughs themselves but 
they’re responsible for the ones the stars get. 


NEW STYLES IN COMEDY 


Few will deny we’re living in a neurotic age. 1951 humor is as 
hysterical as anything this side of the booby-haich. Most people 
don’t laugh at jokes any more. They laugh at the comedian’s tim- 
ing. When his voice reaches a certain pitch after one or two feed- 
lines, they know a joke has been told. By a sort of conditioned 
reflex, they laugh. This is the entire basis of modern humor. A good 
comedian can take a page out of Grimm’s Fairy Tales, apply comedy 
timing to it and get just as many laughs as you can with sharp gag 
material. If you don’t believe me, listen carefully to the Bob Hope 
Show. It’s amazing how many straight lines get laughs on this 
stanza. The people are so trained, they laugh any time Hope pauses, 
even if it’s for breath. 


Audiences today are like so many trained seals. They know 
when to laugh and just how long to laugh. Notice how studio 
audiences roar and then suddenly clam up for the next joke. They 
don’t really enjoy the gag; they’ve just done their duty. 
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This hyper-tension we’re all laboring under is reflected in our 
humor. Take a good look at the gags you’re using and you'll find 
that precious few of them are really funny. Look for really clever 
ones and you’ll hunt for hours. The gags that get the biggest laughs 
today are just plain silly. Witticisms get blank looks from modern 
audiences, 


I believe it’s only a question of time before the whole phony 
structure of modern comedy collapses. People are already showing 
signs of disintegration before this barrage of furious fun. We’re 
all going to wind up in the nut-house or reject modern comedy for 
something with a little more substance and sense. 


I realize I’m sounding my own death-knell, for I’ve specialized 
in machine-gun comedy. Believe me when I say I’ll be the first to 
cheer its departure. Modern gag-writing isn’t creative. It’s just the 
prostitution of talent on the bed of commercialism. Anybody two 
steps removed from the psycho-ward can write what passes for 
humor today. 


In the future, I see the public turning away by the millions from 
this hysterical humor. The new comedy has already made its ap- 
pearance. In substance, it’s a return to the humorous talks of Mark 
Twain and Will Rogers. Chuckles will supplant yocks and frenzy 
will be shown the door. The intellect will enter comedy once again 
and people will be able to relax when a comedian comes on. 


Henry Morgan was one of the earliest standard bearers of this 
type of humor. His fun was literate, low-pressured, and completely 
enjoyable. He had his troubles though. It was a new form of 
comedy and this always is tough to sell. Coupled with this draw- 
back was his penchant for kidding sponsors and the pomposity of 
advertising claims. As this is written, he’s still on radio but not with 
a major show. 


Alan Young also deserted the slam-bang for a more pedestrian 
mode of humor. He had a radio show that was based on the two 
laughs a minute idea, but at best it was just another comedy show. 
Then he tackled television with a more relaxed format. In various 
skits he portrays the All-American dunderhead at his worst. Very 
few gags are used. The laughs come from sustained humorous 
situations and strong characterization. This also is a low-pressured 
type of comedy that won’t blast you from your seat. 


Sid Caesar and Imogene Coca have brought many new comedy 
ideas into show business. Their skits poke literate fun at human 
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weaknesses without resorting to obvious gags. Imogene’s satires 
on the ballet garner sustained smiles and leave audiences exhilarated 
rather than exhausted. 


Another comic of the new era is Robert Q. Lewis. Many don’t 
even consider him a comic because he works mostly ad-lib and 
doesn’t tell jokes. He’s just a genial sort of guy who talks to you 
as he would a friend and some of it comes out funny. You get the 
impression that he’s not pushing for laughs and how many comics 
can you say this about? After a while, you don’t care if he’s funny 
or not. It’s just pleasant listening to him. This following bit will 
give you some idea of the leisurely pace he sets: 


“Tonight ’m going to give away $64,000. All right, laugh. I 
know it isn’t much to talk about.” Then he dials a phone number 
with the supposed intention of giving. the money to anyone who is 
listening to his show. “Hello? Oh, it’s a little girl, Home alone. 
Well, look dear, is your radio on? It is, huh. How old are you, 
dear? Eight? Ah, cute age. What program are you listening to, 
dear? Nuclear atomic energ Oh, yes! Professor Einstein, 
prominent citizen of Princeton, New Jersey. Yes, but look, honey, 
don’t you ever listen to comedy programs like Oh, you started to, 
Robert Q. Lewis Yes, what did you think of him? Oh, I wouldn’t 
say ‘to the high heavens’. Now just a minute, dear. No, I don’t like 
‘to the stratosphere’, either. Goodbye!” 


Note the ad-lib quality of the whole thing. Some of the lines 
lead to nowhere in particular. Contrast this to the modern mono- 
loguist who doesn’t waste a word. 


Arthur Godfrey is perhaps the most famous exponent of this 
new school of comedy. Again, everything is put forward as leisurely 
conversation. If it’s funny, swell! If it isn’t, who cares? This idea 
will be the basis of the comedy of the future. 


What does all this mean to you? Well, you’re approaching 
an hour of decision. [Id say rapid-fire comedy has about ten more 
years to go. The faster television grows, the sooner it will bow. The 
Nielsen Ratings of the gag comics are dropping already. It’s just a 
question of time before the public turns on them altogether. If you 
want to keep in step, start preparing for the day when fun will re- 
place frenzy. 
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ARE YOU A REAL COMIC? 


In my book, a real comic is a guy who’s funny twenty-four hours 
a day. He’s funny on-stage, off-stage, and back-stage. No matter 
what happens, he’s got a joke for it. Bob Hope was involved in an 
accident some years back. When reporters arrived he had a gag 
to cover the incident. That’s my idea of a real comic. 


If you’re a comedian, you’ve got to be funny all the time. You 
have to make your audiences laugh, your kids laugh, and your fel- 
low comics laugh. This means you always have to be on your toes. 
Don’t ever open your mouth without saying something funny. 


Groucho Marx is another real comedian. Here is part of a 
speech he gave at a banquet honoring a writer and an artist before 
they left on a round-the-world trip: 


“A boat trip can be tragic if two people aren’t compatible, but 
I am sure that Syd and Al will get along swimmingly. Syd is a loy- 
able companion and a born diplomat. I might say he’s as comfort- 
able to be with as an old glove, and just about as interesting. 


This trip will do President Truman a lot of good, for you must 
remember it is under his Administration that the boys are leaving 
the country. This is one thing the Republicans won’t be able to 
take credit for. 


I want to wish you two a successful and happy journey. Come 
back to America safe and strong, for America needs you. A country 
is only as strong as its weakest link and it is only lads like you that 
can supply that. 

So I say to you two bold adventurers stretch out your hands 
for the fruits of the world. Bring back tales of the African veldt, 
of the snows of Kilimanjaro, of the Rumanian peasants plowing the 
furrows and chanting the songs of Boris Morros. Live dangerously, 
my young friends. Have yourselves a brawl in Singapore and go 
on a bust in Bali. 

As for your book, I’m sure it will be a huge success. I know 
that I, for one, will be standing in line to grab a copy as soon as it 
reaches the lending library!” 


He could have just given them his best wishes but the audience 
expected something clever and that’s what they got. 


As a comedian, you’ve got to be ready to gag your way out of 
unexpected situations. Your prepared ad-libs will help but they 
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can’t cover everything. It’s in crucial moments of this sort that a 
comedian’s true worth is determined. Television is testing many a 
comic these days. Sometimes a show runs a few minutes short and 
to kill time, the funny-man has to be funny without a script. One 
old-timer found himself in this predicament with five minutes to 
kill. The funniest thing he could think of was: “Am [I still on? Is 
the camera still on me?” In direct contrast, Martin and Lewis had 
two minutes to kill following their first Colgate Comedy Hour Show. 
Their ad-libbing was funnier than their prepared script. Incidently, 
I consider this duo by far the funniest act on television. 


Another wonderful ad-lib comedian is Morey Amsterdam. 
Morey had a radio program that featured anyone who happened to 
be walking past the studio. One day a local character was invited 
up to the mike and he burst out with: “Hello, Morey! How the 
hell are you?” Amsterdam didn’t bat an eyelash. He replied: 
“That’s all! That did it! We're going off the air! You’ve been list- 
ening to WNEW!” (Morey was on WMGM, a competitor of WN 
EW.) 

These snappy come-backs can get you plenty of free newspaper 
space. Columnists are always willing to give you a plug if you can 
give them a squib in return. Here are just a few anecdotes that 
made national publications: 

Ed Wynn was bemoaning the fact that he was still working at 
his age. “There ought to be an institution for people like Al Jolson 
and me,” he complained. “There is,” answered gag-writer Sy Jacobs, 
“the Chase National Bank.” 


The late Ben Bernie was playing a Jersey City theatre with his 
band when a baby in the audience cried: “Daddy!” He immedi- 
ately turned to his men and asked: “Any of youse guys been play- 
ing in this town before?” 


A heckler accused Maxie Rosenbloom of being punch-drunk. 
Maxie replied: “Yeah, but I’ve had 150 fights. What’s your excuse?” 


Jane Russell was introduced in a nightclub and the band started 
to play TVE GOT A LOVELY BUNCH OF COCOANUTS. 


Strip-teaser Lilli St. Cyr told a columnist: “A burlesque strip- 
per and a traveling salesman have much in common. Both have to 
unpack their samples to get attention.” She also claimed her zipper 
once broke in the middle of her act and she couldn’t get her dress 
off. “I was never so embarrassed in my life,” confessed Lilli. 


Don’t be a comic three times a day. The big ones make a life- 
time job of it. 
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THINGS YOU DIDN’T KNOW ABOUT COMEDY 


Have you ever been discouraged by a radio comedian getting 
yock after yock with monotonous regularity? You wonder how they 
can be so funny while your material flops. Quite often their’s does 
too, but you never hear about it. Nothing is left to chance on mod- 
ern comedy programs. As many as twelve writers contribute scripts 
and bits and the comedian performs most of these before an after- 
noon audience. Sometimes these comedy auditions run two hours 
or more. Then the sequences getting the biggest yocks are taken 
out, condensed and woven into the thirty minute show the radio 
audience hears. Even with all this preparation, the comics don’t 
trust their material completely. They see to it that a number of 
‘paid laughers are sitting in various parts of the audience to hypo 
studio laughter. If you listen carefully to the big network comedy 
shows, you'll hear the same distinctive howling week after week. 


The latest gimmack in big-time comedy is the skillful use of 
the magnetic tape recorder. A good many shows are now recorded 
in advance of the time they’re used on radio or television. These 
programs may originally run an hour or more but then editors go 
to work on them. All mistakes, stammering, blank spots, curses, 
etc. are eliminated. It’s just a question of cutting out the undesired 
parts with a razor blade, then gumming the two cut ends of the tape 
back together again. Once the deletions are made, the sound en- 
gineers go to work. If a gag gets a weak studio yock, stronger 
laughter is dubbed in. Comedians can tell a joke today and be greet- 
ed by a yock recorded years ago on another program. If sufficient 
applause is lacking, additional acclaim can be added. Eventually, 
the whole affair is boiled down to the required thirty minutes by 
eliminating everything but the funniest bits. How can a comedian 
be anything but funny with such support? Of course, the announcer 
says the program is transcribed but how many realize what that 
means? 


Have you ever heard a comedian tell a joke involving the name 
of a nationally known product? Of course you have. It usually 
lays a great big egg and you wonder why it was used at all. The gag 
exists because the comic is paid for the plug. Several organizations 
are making a small fortune by charging manufacturers $250 every 
time they get their products mentioned on a radio program. The 
plug isn’t part of a paid commercial but is worked into one of the 
gags on the show. The organization keeps part of the money and 


COMEDY TECHNIQUE 71 


the comedian gets the rest. Some of the top radio and television 
comedy shows accept this added loot. 


The whole idea originated some years ago when disc jockeys 
augmented their incomes by mentioning local restaurants or night- 
clubs. For one or two free plugs they got dinners or drinks on the 
cuff. Smart operators saw the possibilities of the idea and before 
long it was big business. Here are a few examples as they went over 
the airlanes: 


There is one great sorrow in my life I’m only four feet tall! 
When I was born I weighed only one pound. I was so small my 
mother carried me around in her purse. For years I thought my 
brother was an. ................---- Pencil. I was jealous of him because his 
top screwed off and mine didn’t. Later on, I found out my top was 
a little loose too! 


He’s not as big a fool as he used to be. He’s using ..............-. Re- 
ducing Tablets. 


Yes, there’s more to modern comedy than meets the nose. The 
next time you hear a comedian plugging Murphy’s Matzohs, you'll 
know what the score is. Perhaps the joke is lousy but the money 
isn’t. 


WORDS ABOUT WIT 


“There are only three basic jokes, but, since the mother-in-law 
joke is not a joke but a very serious question, there are only two.” 
GEORGE ADE 


“The worst wasted of all days is that during which one has not 
laughed.” SEBASTIAN CHAMFORT 


nothing gained.” W. C. FIELDS 


“There are no people who are quite so vulgar as the over- 
refined ones.” MARK TWAIN 


“When wit travels the streets, walks with common humanity, 
exchanges remarks with all manner of people, steps into saloons, 
looks in on unmoral and immoral women, it’s natural for it to get 
a little dirty.” E. HALDEMAN-JULIUS 


When “a piece of nonsense ..... taps our deeper reservoirs 
of sexual and aggressive passion, then the pleasure is still greater.” 
MAX EASTMAN 


“Nothing risque 
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“Adults need obscene literature, as much as children need fairy 


tales, as a relief from the oppressive force of convention.” 
HAVELOCK ELLIS 


“I know and am persuaded by the Lord Jesus that there is 
nothing unclean of itself, but to him that esteemeth anything to 
be unclean, to him it is unclean.” ROMANS 14:14 
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